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ABSTRACT
This thesis brings together two studies of local food systems in Vermont and New
England. The first study focuses on the experience of Vermont local food businesses
during the Covid-19 pandemic by combining two surveys conducted in the first half of
2021: one of foodservice operations that procure food locally and one of Vermont farms
that sell directly to consumers. We analyzed descriptive statistics, open responses, and
conducted Kruskal-Wallis rank sum tests to assess which factors were related with
business’ financial status before and since the pandemic. Pre-pandemic financial status
was related with business type, whether the business went on to receive emergency funds,
and financial status since the pandemic. The only significant factor for financial status
since the pandemic was pre-pandemic financial status. The second study reports on the
results of a November 2021 panel of five experts working on Farm to Institution (FTI)
and Values-Based Procurement (VBP) programs in New England. We analyzed the panel
transcript using a three-stage coding process and identified two central themes: the
importance of strong personal relationships for successful FTI organizing and the desire
for a structural and informational toolkit to scale FTI and VBP activities up and out.
Growing local procurement within institutions and expanding the number of institutions
engaged in these activities requires engaging institutional leadership and policymakers;
this in turn demands further research on the costs and benefits of these programs for
institutions and for society. Across both studies, we identify research and policy
opportunities for strengthening Vermont and New England local food systems through
the end of the pandemic and beyond.
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CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW
1.1. Defining Food System Resilience
Over the past twenty years, multiple disciplines have embraced the concept of
resilience, including ecology, community development, and food systems. Resilience is
broadly understood as a system’s ability to respond to major shocks (Behzadi et al., 2017;
Béné, 2020; Béné & Doyen, 2018; Magis, 2010; Schipanski et al., 2016; Tendall et al.,
2015; Toth et al., 2016; Worstell & Green, 2017). But scholars disagree about the precise
character of this response. Social scientists and ecologists adopted the idea of resilience
from materials engineering, where it describes the ability of an elastic material to stretch
and then return to its original form (Worstell & Green, 2017). Some scholars of resilience
in human or ecological contexts likewise emphasize the ability of a system to survive and
return to equilibrium (Worstell & Green, 2017). But others point out that sometimes the
original state is unequal or unsustainable, and thus a full picture of resilience must include
the possibility of lasting change (Béné & Doyen, 2018; Borges-Mendez & Caron, 2019;
Worstell & Green, 2017). Béné and Doyen (2018) distinguish five types of resilience
strategies: resistance (the system is able to withstand the shock and does not need to
change); absorptive resilience (the parameters of the control of the system change
temporarily); adaptive resilience (the parameters of the control of the system change for
good); adaptive preference (the people within the system change their expectations of the
system); or transformation (the structure, identity, and functioning of the system change).
Though the costs of transformation are high, in colonial, post-colonial, or otherwise unjust
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systems, this approach is necessary as the unjust status quo is itself an obstacle to resilience
(Borges-Mendez & Caron, 2019).
The interplay between resilience, sustainability, stability, and equity likewise come
into play in food systems. Tendall et al. (2015) define food system resilience as “the
capacity over time of a food system and its units at multiple levels, to provide sufficient,
appropriate and accessible food to all, in the face of various and even unforeseen
disturbances” (p. 19). Scholars have identified several indicators of food system resilience
including ecologically sustainable agricultural practices; diversity and redundancy in the
supply chain; reserves and physical infrastructure to withstand disturbance; local selforganization and independence of food supply chain actors; flexibility and creativity of
food system actors; strong relationships; financial resources; social and economic equality;
and the ability or willingness to transform. I expand upon each of these indicators below.

1.1.1. Ecologically Sustainable Agricultural Practices
Schipanski et al. (2016) review literature on both resilience and adaptive capacity
in a food systems context and compare it with case studies from developing countries to
suggest four main strategies for fostering food system resilience. They recommend
agroecological techniques that minimize the use of external inputs. Worstell and Green
(2017) compare their findings from nine case studies of food systems in Arkansas,
Tennessee, and Mississippi with six prominent ecological resilience frameworks to identify
eight qualities of resilient food systems. They likewise argue for agriculture that minimizes
inputs in favor of ecological integration.
2

1.1.2. Diversity and Redundancy in the Supply Chain
Two of Worstell and Green’s other named qualities are redundancy, particularly of
people (like family or friends who can continue farming if the farm owner is sick), and
diversity of products and functions both within and among supply chain actors (Worstell
& Green, 2017). Schipanski et al. (2016) identify the move towards intensification and
homogenization of agriculture as one of the food system’s major vulnerabilities, and call
for the production of a diverse array of culturally appropriate foods using agroecological
methods. In a study modeling risk management strategies for global food supply chains,
Behzadi et al. (2017) find that sourcing a product from multiple suppliers is the most
effective strategy for managing the risk of yield disruption. And in a review of food
resilience literature as well as media accounts of food system disruptions in low and middle
income countries in the early months of the Covid-19 pandemic, Béné (2020) suggests that
diversification and what he calls substitution could reduce negative effects on food security
caused by disruptions in the operations of individual supply chain actors or by shortages
of certain items caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and associated lockdowns.

1.1.3. Reserves and Physical Infrastructure to Withstand Disturbance
All of the resilient food systems studied by Worstell and Green (2017) put off
immediate opportunities for profit in favor of building reserves and infrastructure. The
authors include technological infrastructure (processing equipment, storage facilities) as
well as environmental capital (soil organic matter, water harvesting capability) in this
3

category. Baum et al. (2015) propose three strategies to be used in concert for resilience to
global food supply catastrophes that threaten sunlight (like a super volcano explosion or
asteroid impact), one of which is building regional food stockpiles.

1.1.4. Local Self-Organization and Independence of Food Supply Chain Actors
The disasters discussed by Baum et al. (2015) are distinct from Covid-19 in scale
and kind, but a point they make that is salient in our case is that when a disaster affects
global food supply chains, solutions need to be local. Worstell and Green (2017) argue that
local self-organized food systems are most resilient; they define these as “food systems
where farmers, marketers, and processors in one agroecoregion have developed a system
owned and managed by those same farmers, marketers, and processors” (p. 29). Schipanski
et al. (2016) call for diversifying distribution networks with an emphasis on local and
regional food systems. They anticipate that regionalization will support smaller
agroecological producers, improve diets, and increase the capacity of closed-loop resource
use. They also hope that increasing the market share of local and regional food systems
will make urban residents less vulnerable to global food price fluctuations. They do note
that the capacity of local and regional food systems varies widely according to time and
place.

1.1.5. Flexibility and Creativity of Food System Actors
Another benefit Schipanski et al. (2016) see to fostering local and regional food
systems is that they believe these systems are more flexible and innovative in the face of
4

major changes. This hypothesis is bolstered by Borges-Mendez and Caron’s investigation
of the role of women in reconstructing Puerto Rico’s coffee supply chain in the aftermath
of Hurricanes Irma and Maria. In the face of a slow and pathetic government emergency
response, local actors engaged in collective action to find innovative ways to help their
communities (Borges-Mendez & Caron, 2019). Béné (2020) celebrates entrepreneurship
with the example of food retailers and vendors during the Covid-19 pandemic who created
socially distanced food delivery services to reduce risk of infection and maintain food
access for high-risk populations. Worstell and Green (2017) likewise see innovation as a
cornerstone quality of resilience, but qualify that all their case study systems were “highly
innovative, but in a very conservative fashion”—they innovated in ways appropriate to
their conditions and maintained strategies that had worked in the past (p. 33). Worstell and
Green (2017) believe that resilient systems favor multiple and flexible overlapping
strategies over single solutions.

1.1.6. Strong Relationships
Worstell and Green (2017) see the degree of collaboration among farmers and
between farmers, universities, and other research centers as evidence of food system
flexibility and therefore resilience. In their resilient food system case studies, producers
were connected to each other and to marketers, suppliers, and policy actors through what
they called “modular subsystems:” food system actors were connected enough to respond
to change at other system nodes, but independent enough that the failure of one actor did
not induce failure in the others (Worstell & Green, 2017, p. 31). Béné (2020) notes that
5

connectivity in farmer-buyer relationships mitigates the effects of food supply chain
disruptions. He also calls for collaboration between food system actors during the Covid19 pandemic, specifically between farmers and workers to decrease the drop in labor
supply.

1.1.7. Financial Resources
Béné (2020) mentions two financial resources contributing to food system
resilience: index-based insurance to buffer food system actors from shocks and reduce the
likelihood of snowballing negative responses; and (for the Covid-19 pandemic) direct cash
transfer to reduce food insecurity during pandemic response lockdowns. He notes that the
literature suggests that financial assets are key to farmers’ resilience to shocks in general.

1.1.8. Social and Economic Equality
The first food system vulnerability identified by Schipanski et al. (2016) is
inequality, and gender inequality in particular. The authors bemoan that, despite robust
literature linking women’s access to education to the nutrition of their families, only 6% of
food security publications over the prior 25 years touched on gender, equity, or justice
(Schipanski et al., 2016). The authors argue that policies and programs to improve gender
equality in underserved populations like the urban poor and smallholders can increase food
security and food system resilience (Schipanski et al., 2016). Béné (2020) also calls out
gender and economic inclusion as an indicator of food system resilience and proposes
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offering informal and small food enterprises opportunities to build other resilience
capacities by improving access to insurance, infrastructure, and relationship networks.

1.1.9. The Ability or Willingness to Transform
The final quality of a resilient community named by Worstell and Green (2017) is
that it “embraces disturbance and periodically transforms itself” (p. 37). They reason that,
if innovation is necessary for resilience, sometimes the necessary innovation will be so
dramatic as to result in a total system overhaul. All their resilient food system case studies
in Arkansas, Tennessee, and Mississippi had undergone regular transformation, going as
far as to entirely change what crops they grew and to whom they sold them. If, as Béné and
Doyen (2018) argue, transformation is one of five key resilience strategies, it follows that
the ability to engage this strategy is a necessary quality for resilient food systems.

1.2. The Role of Government and Government Aid in Resilience
The resilience framework is not without its detractors. Joseph (2013) reviews the
social and ecological uses of the word “resilience” in policy documents from the United
States, United Kingdom, and European Union and finds the term to be a largely
meaningless buzzword used to reinforce neoliberal modes of governmentality. The central
consistency he identifies in the wide-ranging use of “resilience” is that it places
responsibility on individuals and communities for their own survival. By drawing “a
picture of a world that is beyond our control,” Joseph argues, resilience advocates for
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individual preparedness and adaptability rather than preventing the circumstances in which
those tools are necessary (Joseph, 2013, p. 42).
Borges-Mendez and Caron (2019) critique dominant ideas of resilience while still
working within a resilience framework to examine the reconstruction of Puerto Rico’s
coffee region following hurricanes Irma and María. They find that prominent definitions
of resilience do not apply to Puerto Rico’s colonial context and call for the decolonization
of the term. Though like Joseph they are critical of neoliberalism in general and the United
States’ neoliberal colonization of Puerto Rico in particular, they emphasize grassroots
efforts because in Puerto Rico the government is an obstacle to resilience. The oppressive
colonial system and its attendant infrastructure failures and economic inequalities that set
Puerto Rico up for failure is not an equilibrium to which to return. The authors’ decolonial
conception of resilience acknowledges that, while true system resilience may be impossible
under colonization, engaging in collective action, building community relationships and
knowledge, and improving social equality within the community can improve quality of
life and resilience to disasters while the colonial regime is in place.
The theme uniting these distinct critiques is to not leave government out of the
picture when examining a system’s resilience. In the case of Puerto Rico, argue BorgesMendez and Caron (2019), the Puerto Rican and U.S. governments are active obstacles to
resilience. And Joseph (2013) rails against a conception of community survival and wellbeing that abdicates the government of responsibility. As I move to the case of Covid-19
and the food system, I will keep government in frame and examine how its actions or
inactions promoted or prevented food system resilience.
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1.3. Food System Resilience During the Covid-19 Pandemic: A Focus on Food
Businesses
Resilience is made of capacities that are built and strengthened in times of stability,
but the resilience of a system can only be assessed once it has experienced a shock. Because
the Covid-19 pandemic has impacted the entire globe in profound ways and for a long
period of time, it is not surprising that the field of Covid-19 resilience research has
exploded. This is particularly true in food systems research, perhaps because some of the
most visible early effects of the pandemic were supply chain disruptions and a profound
increase in food insecurity at many scales—globally, in the United States, and in Vermont
(Béné, 2020; Niles et al., 2020, 2021).
The first paper in this thesis contributes to the growing field of Covid-19 food
system resilience research with an assessment of Vermont foodservice businesses that
purchase local food and farms that sell directly to consumers. I explore the current state of
the literature on foodservice and farm businesses during the Covid-19 pandemic below.

1.3.1. Foodservice
Many published studies of the impact of Covid-19 on restaurants, foodservice, and
hospitality examine the first several months of the pandemic when many governments
across the globe had imposed some variety of lockdown state that made conventional
business impossible. In April and May of 2020, Duarte Alonso et al. (2020) surveyed a
purposeful sample of 45 representatives from the hospitality industry in eight countries:
9

Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Greece, Italy, Malaysia, Spain, and the United Kingdom.
Respondents worked in hotels, restaurants, cafes, bars, and wineries, and the researchers
posed open-ended questions on their concerns about and response to the pandemic
regarding their businesses. The authors distinguish three types of response: the active
approach (businesses adapted their operations to the new situation and explored alternate
revenue streams); the inactive approach (businesses bided their time and stayed vigilant
about health and safety regulations to prepare for a post-pandemic world); and inoperative
(businesses discontinued operations for good or until the end of the pandemic). The
approaches taken depended on the nature and location of the business. The authors argue
that both the active and inactive approaches were potentially resilience building; however,
because the research was undertaken so early in the pandemic and because the pandemic
has lasted for such a long time, it may not be possible to make that call without follow-up
research on how those businesses have fared.
Many other studies of restaurants report on research from the same timeframe, if
not earlier. Madeira et al. (2021) surveyed 227 Portuguese restaurateurs in March of 2020
about their concerns, what government measures might be useful, what strategies they
planned to take, and lessons for the restaurant business. Respondents mainly wanted to see
funding assistance and reduction in bureaucratic hurdles from the government and
expressed a mix of pessimism and willingness to take action. Gkoumas (2021) conducted
semi-structured interviews and participant observation with 50 restaurateurs in Tainan,
Taiwan during April and May 2020. The study focused on participants’ perceptions of the
Taiwanese government’s actions, and most of the restaurant owners had positive opinions
10

about government public health guidance and the tax breaks given to restaurants. Farrer
(2020) interviewed 30 independent restaurant owners in Tokyo in May 2020; he found that
while many businesses adapted their operations and menus for takeout and delivery and
some had high sales numbers, net income was usually lower than prior to the pandemic
and this method was more work for the business owner. At the time Farrer was conducting
the research the Japanese government had announced an array of government support
programs that interviewees found somewhat baffling, though most planned to apply. Neise
et al. (2021) surveyed 623 German bar and restaurant owners and managers between midApril and mid-June 2020 and used the results to conduct a binary logistic analysis, with the
dependent variable being whether or not the respondent believed their operation would
survive the Covid-19 pandemic. Several independent variables were significant, most
being characteristics of the business or business problems predating the pandemic.
Businesses with older owners, businesses on self-owned property, and businesses managed
by the owners were all significantly more likely to be optimistic about their prospects.
Businesses that went into the pandemic with high operational costs or tax load, trouble
complying with regulatory requirements, and liquidity problems were less likely to selfreport as resilient. Of the actions taken in response to the pandemic, the only significant
variable was whether the business offered delivery or takeout, with those that did thinking
they were more likely to survive. At the time of writing this paper, this study and all the
early foodservice resilience studies are limited in utility: they assess owners’ perceptions
of their business’ future without following up about how their expectations played out.
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Some studies have been published that take a backwards look at the results of
business adaptations and experiences during the first pandemic spring. A mixed-methods
study by Brizek et al. (2021) surveyed and interviewed independent restaurant operators in
South Carolina in May and June 2020, when restaurants were allowed to reopen indoor
dining at limited capacity. Nearly 25% of the restaurant operators were not able to reopen
their businesses after the forced 60-day closure. The remaining 75% were operating at
reduced capacity and all offered some form of takeout or delivery. Many were interested
in government aid programs but most could not rehire enough employees to be eligible for
Payroll Protection Program (PPP) loan forgiveness. In one of few articles on institutional
foodservice during the Covid-19 pandemic, Connolly et al. (2021) examine Connecticut
public school meal programs in the spring of 2020 through an analysis of Department of
Education data, school district websites, and semi-structured interviews with 8 foodservice
directors and one superintendent from a diverse array of public school districts. Over threequarters of Connecticut school districts continued to serve meals after school closures, and
while participation rates decreased drastically right after schools closed, by April and May
they approached participation rates from the same months in 2019. The interviews yielded
four main factors for success: tailoring the program to community needs, facilitating
participation, using partnerships to coordinate efforts across schools, municipalities, and
communities, and building flexibility into programs. These studies, based more in actual
foodservice performance during the spring of 2020, are useful for assessing the acute crisis
of the pandemic’s early days. But because of Covid-19’s long trajectory, longer-term
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research continuing through and past the present moment will be necessary when
considering resilience to the pandemic overall.

1.3.2. Agriculture
The experience of agriculture during the pandemic has been distinct from that of
foodservice because agriculture is considered an essential business and farms were not
forced to close during lockdowns. However, product demand and ways of doing business
did fluctuate. A macroeconomic analysis of the Italian agri-food supply chain comparing
March through August 2020 to the same months in 2019 showed that, while sales of food
goods showed an overall positive variation of +4%, there was wide variation in the
performance of various products; growth in shelf-stable and long-storage products was
matched by a decline in sales of highly perishable goods (Coluccia et al., 2021). A
comparison of the pandemic’s impact on the dairy industries in China and the United States
showed that in both countries there was a drastic drop in dairy demand and the limited
storage capacity for powdered milk curtailed the industries’ adaptability (Wang et al.,
2020).
Several studies look specifically at the experience of small, diversified, organic,
and/or agroecological farms. A survey of French organic dairy farms and supply chains
during Covid-19 found that most farms experienced zero to moderate impacts from the
pandemic, and only 5 out of 86 surveyed farms reported major impacts (Perrin & Martin,
2021). Farms that processed milk on their farm and sold their own production were the
most impacted, both positively and negatively: they were negatively affected by the closing
13

of major sales avenues like farmers markets and caterers; however, as they controlled most
of their own business, they also were able to reorganize for different channels. Mastronardi
et al. (2021) interviewed 15 diversified farmers in Central Italy between May and July of
2020; only the larger farms that sold at national markets and had agrotourism activities
reported negative effects from the pandemic’s first wave. Farmers across the board
expressed the importance of being able to change sales channels: larger farms shifted from
national to local markets and smaller farms adopted e-commerce. A mixed-methods study
of the agroecology movement in Latin America during Covid-19 identified several trends,
all connected by the importance of strong networks and collaboration (Tittonell et al.,
2021). And even though Latin American agroecology has historically been a grassroots
independent movement, the authors found that the public sector played an essential role in
both supporting existing grassroots initiatives and creating new programs.
Another group of studies takes a broader look at local food systems and short supply
chains during the Covid-19 pandemic. Nemes et al. (2021) surveyed alternative and local
food system (ALFS) experts from 13 countries and found that ALFS were able to respond
to the pandemic with innovation, though smallholder access to e-commerce varied among
countries. They also found that the pandemic increased broad interest and awareness of
ALFS. Thilmany et al. (2020) echo these findings in their review of regional and local food
systems in the United States during the first six months of the pandemic; while school and
restaurant closures created a major market disruption, e-commerce sales of local food
exploded. The authors note that this success required innovative and flexible policy for
local and regional food systems. Yet an analysis of Washington, D.C. farmers market sales
14

data using a difference in differences model to compare winter and spring 2020 sales to
those in 2019 has a less sunny outlook on the experience of short food supply chains during
Covid-19 (O’Hara et al., 2021). O’Hara et al. (2021) find that even those markets that did
open and remained open throughout the first pandemic spring experienced a profound drop
in sales; only vendors selling dairy, meat, and seafood increased sales year over year. The
authors hypothesize that this latter phenomenon may be due to the impact of Covid-19 on
conventional meatpacking.

1.4. Anchor Institutions
The second paper in this thesis expands the geographic frame to New England and
focuses in on one specific type of foodservice business: institutional foodservice operations
serving local food. While the study is not about the Covid-19 pandemic, we conducted the
research in the fall of 2021 and the pandemic is the inevitable background of our
investigation. Another quiet background to this study is the idea that institutions can use
their resources in service of the wider community. This concept is explored in research on
anchor institutions.
Anchor institutions (AIs) are large, geographically permanent institutions that
center community development and involvement in their missions (Birch, 2013; Cantor et
al., 2013; Koh et al., 2020). The most commonly discussed AIs are universities and
hospitals, but performing arts venues, museums, sports facilities, libraries, and other public
and private institutions can also become AIs (Birch, 2013). AIs are most often discussed
in an urban context, with a focus on their role in the revitalization of economically
15

struggling cities and neighborhoods (Birch, 2013; Birch et al., 2013; Cantor et al., 2013;
Initiative for a Competitive Inner City, 2014; Living Cities, 2013; Porter, 2010).
AIs can be economic engines for their communities in several ways: through
providing necessary services, through building physical and human infrastructure, through
hiring and workforce development, and through purchases (Initiative for a Competitive
Inner City, 2014; Koh et al., 2020; Living Cities, 2013). Over the past several decades, a
growing movement has pushed institutions towards conscientious food procurement.
Institutional foodservice is big business, accounting for US$200 billion in global sales as
of 2012 (Thottathil, 2019). Thottathil (2019) argues that institutions are the best target for
efforts to change food purchasing practices because they purchase at such scale and
because institutional food procurement is more easily shaped by policy than individual
food purchases, especially at public institutions. The former United Nations Special
Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Olivier de Schutter, calls for governments to consider
purchasing food for public institutional foodservice as an investment in the domestic
economy and public health, meaning that the cheapest option is not always the best buy
(De Schutter, 2014).
Many efforts to shift institutional procurement have focused on encouraging local
purchases. The urban development nonprofit Living Cities hypothesizes that local
purchasing from AIs can strengthen local economies and create jobs (Living Cities, 2013).
Stahlbrand (2016) takes institutional procurement a step further, arguing that universities
can provide hard and soft infrastructure to help local small and midsized farms develop
and scale up their businesses.
16

There are several potential connections between the impetus to encourage local
purchases at AIs and food system resilience indicators specified in the literature. Local
purchases from independent food businesses may encourage the local self-organization of
food systems and contribute to supply chain diversity by providing a high-volume market
for local food. If supply chain diversity is a contributor to food system resilience, then
institutions would also benefit from sourcing from a diverse food supply chain. Worstell
and Green (2017) assert that universities and research centers can contribute to food system
resilience by forging strong collaborative relationships with local farmers. And if,
following Stahlbrand’s (2016) vision, AIs provide business development services to local
farm partners, they can contribute to food system infrastructure in their regions.

1.5. Farm to Institution
Local food purchases at institutions are often organized under Farm to Institution
(FTI) programs. FTI programs vary widely in definition and practice, but all involve
procuring local food for institutional foodservice. FTI programs are most prominent in K12 schools, colleges and universities, and hospitals and other health care facilities; other
participating institutions include childcare programs, correctional facilities, and social
services. FTI programs are usually integrated into institutional missions: farm to school
and farm to college programs often include an educational component, and farm to health
care programs typically emphasize health and nutrition aims (Barlett, 2011; Becot et al.,
2016; Izumi, Alaimo, et al., 2010; Klein et al., 2019; Shanks et al., 2019; U.S. Department
of Agriculture, 2018). Participating institutions procure local food in a variety of ways:
17

directly from farms (as the phrase “farm to institution” suggests), through food hubs, local
processors and regional distributors, and even by purchasing local foods from traditional
suppliers like broadline distributors (Christensen et al., 2019). The definition of “local”
also varies: within the United States, local is often defined as within state borders, but it
may also be defined as within a certain distance of the institution. While most FTI programs
emphasize fruits and vegetables, local products can also include meat, dairy, eggs, and
value-added products like sauces or jams.
FTI programs are part of the local food movement and report many of the same
values, especially supporting local food economies and feeling connected to the land and
its farmers (Colasanti et al., 2019; Izumi, Alaimo, et al., 2010; Richman et al., 2019; Shanks
et al., 2019). Yet just like Hinrichs (2000) found in her study of farmers markets and
community supported agriculture, FTI programs balance these values of embeddedness in
local communities with marketness and instrumentalism driven by price concerns and
institutional goals. And, like the broader local food movement, the degree to which FTI
programs achieve their stated values varies from program to program (Enthoven & Van
den Broeck, 2021). I explore the motivations and achievements of various FTI programs
and supply chain actors in the literature review below.

1.5.1. Embeddedness, Marketness, and Instrumentalism
The concept of embeddedness has its roots in the work of Polanyi (1957) and
emphasizes the role of non-economic motivations in human economies. Many post-Polanyi
writers use the term to describe how social relationships and trust between parties color
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economic exchange (Hinrichs, 2000). But, as outlined by Block (1990), embeddedness is
not the opposite of the market; rather, embeddedness exists within a market backgrounded
by other motivations of marketness and instrumentalism. When marketness predominates,
price is the most important motivator. In a transaction with lower market motivations, the
social factors that comprise embeddedness become more important. Instrumentalism
describes the degree to which transactors act strategically to achieve their own goals:
someone maneuvering for their own ultimate gain exhibits high instrumentalism, whereas
someone motivated by non-economic moral or societal goals shows low instrumentalism.
Hinrichs (2000) uses Block’s framework as a lens for a literature review of farmers
markets and community supported agriculture programs. The tangled web of embedded,
market, and instrumentalist motivators are necessary for understanding what drives these
local food markets. Across multiple studies, she finds that farmers market vendors
participate because of the social event of the market, because they can sell at premium
prices, to avoid commodity markets, and because interacting with customers promotes the
business. Customers shop at farmers markets because they believe the food to be healthier
for their families and for the environment and because social ties with farmers can result
in future price or product flexibility. Community supported agriculture in some ways
decommodifies food and reframes food purchasing as community development, but
customers still expect a good deal, and farmers must balance their expected income against
expenses to survive. Hinrich’s insights into the roles of embeddedness, marketness, and
instrumentalism in local food markets for individual consumers carry over to local food
initiatives at institutions.
19

1.5.2. Farm to Institution Motivations, Policies, and Impacts
The most prolific form of FTI is perhaps Farm to School (FTS). FTS programs
exploded in the first decade of this century: while in 2001 there were only 6 FTS programs
nationwide, by 2009, that number had climbed to 2,051 (Martinez et al., 2010). In 2013 the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) launched the Farm to School Grant Program,
which awards extra funding to school districts and collaborating nonprofits for FTS
activities (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2020). Applicants are asked to build a team,
define visions, goals, and their meaning of “local food,” create menu and purchasing plans,
and integrate the project into school curricula (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2018).
A USDA report by Martinez et al. (2010) stated that the main two goals of FTS
programs were to increase student fruit and vegetable consumption and build relationships
between schools and local farmers. In interviews with school foodservice professionals in
the Upper Midwest and Northeast U.S., Izumi et al. (2010) found similar motivators.
Foodservice staff were driven to FTS by student enthusiasm, pricing, and the feeling that
they were supporting farmer livelihoods. They reported that the produce was higher quality
and that students ate more fruits and vegetables when they were locally sourced; staff
attributed this to both quality and students knowing and feeling connected to farmers. In
this study, prices for local food were competitive with traditional suppliers because schools
focused on items with less retail demand, such as small apples or food that did not sell at
market. School foodservice staff also expressed a desire to support those farmers with
whom they had built a relationship. These three motivators outline the interplay between
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embeddedness, marketness, and instrumentalism. Connecting school staff and students
with farmers shows embeddedness, but the school’s marketness is not compromised
because the program fits the foodservice budget. Inspiring students to eat more produce
could be seen as a low-instrumentalism motive (the moral goal of childhood nutrition) or
as high-instrumentalist (increasing demand for school food and improving budget
efficiency by reducing food waste).
Yet the literature calls into question the idea that FTI programs, particularly FTS,
necessarily support local farmers. When Izumi et al. (2010b) interviewed those schools’
farm suppliers, they found that FTS sales made up between less than 1% and 4% of total
sales. In a survey of 311 Michigan vegetable farmers by Matts et al. (2015), only 20 farmers
had sold to institutions in the prior year, and of those, 75% reported total institutional sales
of US$5,000 or less. When Conner et al. (2014) interviewed Vermont FTI supply chain
actors, farmers felt that institutions and their distributor intermediaries were in search of
the cheapest product, and farmers struggled to cover costs through institutional sales. In a
case study of farm to childcare programs in North Carolina, participating farmers were not
able to turn a profit due to low volume and infrequent sales (Rutz et al., 2018). Yet even
when FTI sales do not turn a profit, farmers cite other reasons for staying engaged. These
motivations can be market-driven: FTI sales, even when low, offer some market diversity,
and some low-volume farm sellers hope that institutional sales will increase (Conner, King,
et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b). But across multiple studies, farmers
engaging in FTI sales despite low economic incentives still believe in the programs, and
their reasons suggest that they hold embeddedness as a firm value. Social motivations for
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farmers participating in or interested in FTI sales include providing nutritious food for the
community (Conner et al., 2014; Conner, King, et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al.,
2010a; Matts et al., 2015), educating the community about agriculture (Conner et al., 2014;
Conner, King, et al., 2012), and communicating the importance of local food (Conner et
al., 2014; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b; Matts et al., 2015).
FTI activities can be an economic boon to local farmers and food systems when
institutions commit to buying high volumes of local food. In their survey of 67 Vermont
farmers selling to schools, Conner et al. (2012) identified a cluster of 14 market-motivated
farms. Of these, 86% reported an increase in farm profitability resulting from FTS sales.
FTS made up on average 21% of these farms’ total sales, and many had or were willing to
make changes to their business to accommodate FTS needs. Institutions other than schools
also generally have greater pricing flexibility and more autonomy over procurement
choices (Conner et al., 2014). Becot et al. (2016) conducted a mixed-methods survey of the
impacts of local procurement at the University of Vermont Medical Center (UVMMC),
which in 2012 spent 44.3% of its food budget, totaling $1.64 million, on Vermont food.
On average UVMMC’s food suppliers (farmers, manufacturers, and wholesalers) sold
9.3% of their production to UVMMC that same year. Between local food expenditures and
its multiplier effects, the authors estimate that UVMMC’s foodservice contributed $2.75
million to the local economy in 2012. And Stahlbrand (2016) argues that university
foodservice is well-positioned to provide hard and soft “infrastructure of the middle” to
help small and midsized farmers scale up and meet the demands of foodservice
procurement.
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This infrastructure support is necessary: along with pricing, infrastructure and
logistics are the major obstacles to FTI organizing (Barlett, 2011; Becot et al., 2016;
Conner, King, et al., 2012; Heiss et al., 2014; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010a).
Intermediaries like food hubs, cooperatives, and distributors can help institutions and
farmers navigate barriers like the need for consistent supply and transportation logistics,
and can also help develop new relationships on either end of the supply chain (Heiss et al.,
2014). Institutions interested in purchasing large volumes of local food may rely more on
these intermediaries than on direct purchases from farms. Of the $1.64 million UVMMC
spent on local food in 2012, the majority (60.8%) was purchased from wholesalers (Becot
et al., 2016). And in an analysis of the USDA 2015 Farm to School Census, Christensen et
al. (2019) found that schools that purchased local food directly from producers spent
significantly less on non-milk local food than schools that purchased local food from
traditional suppliers. There are a wide variety of intermediaries connecting local farmers
and institutions, and they vary in the degrees to which they are motivated by marketness
and embeddedness. Conner et al. (2014) interviewed an array of distributors: the broadline
distributor was mostly motivated by price and market competition, the nonprofit
distributors were motivated by community health, local produce, and education, and the
regional for-profit distributor wanted to buy from local farmers and sought creative
solutions to make it work for the fiscal reality of the business. In interviews with 4 regional
distributors engaged in FTS sales, Izumi et al. (2010a) found that they believed in FTS but
had trouble turning a profit due to schools’ budget constraints.
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The literature demonstrates the balancing act between embeddedness and
marketness and instrumentalism in FTI systems. Low-volume institutional sales do little to
improve the profitability of small and midsized local farms (Conner et al., 2014; Conner,
King, et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b; Janssen, 2015; Matts et al., 2015;
Rutz et al., 2018). On the other end, when institutions turn to large broadline distributors
for their local food sales, local food loses its “farm-to-institution” character, and the
emphasis on consistent supply and price competition with national food chains means that
small and midsized farms may not see a financial benefit (Christensen et al., 2019; Conner
et al., 2014). Becot et al.’s (2016) study of UVMMC provides a clear example of how an
institution can scale up local purchases and balance competing motivators by purchasing
both directly and through intermediaries, helping producers with business and product
development, and across the board dedication to relationships and problem-solving.
However, UVMMC’s success is predicated on having the financial and personnel resources
to work through problems and be flexible with products and pricing; additionally, as a
hospital, UVMMC foodservice operates through the Vermont summer growing season
(Becot et al., 2016). Other institutions, particularly K-12 public schools, may not have the
resources or timeline to replicate UVMMC’s success.
In recent years, many institutions have moved away from pure FTI language toward
values-based procurement (VBP), which seeks to align institutional food purchasing with
a broader set of values that includes but is not exclusive to local food. The values standards
are typically set by outside organizations; the major player at universities and colleges is
the Real Food Challenge (RFC), and cities and school districts nationwide have adopted
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the Los Angeles-founded Good Food Purchasing Program (GFPP). The RFC divides 13
values between 4 categories: producers, earth, consumers, and communities (Real Food
Challenge, n.d.-a). The GFPP has five values: environmental sustainability, valued
workforce, animal welfare, nutrition, and local economies, which emphasizes small and
midsized agriculture and parallels FTI (Lo & Delwiche, 2016). In addition to setting the
standards and advocating for policy adoption, both the RFC and the GFPP assist
participating institutions with data collection and evaluation (Farnsworth et al., 2019; Lo
& Delwiche, 2016; Real Food Challenge, n.d.-a). A VBP policy asks institutions to meet
or exceed baseline standards across all products, including those that cannot be procured
locally due to availability or volume. For instance, the GFPP propelled the Los Angeles
Unified School District to support the truck drivers of their broadline supplier in
unionization efforts; the drivers succeeded and won a $6 per hour raise in baseline pay
(Farnsworth et al., 2019). The GFPP, being a VBP policy for cash-strapped public
institutions like schools, can also serve as a point of argument for not sacrificing values in
the name of a low price point (Farnsworth et al., 2019; PolicyLink, 2015).

1.6. Looking Forward
The two papers in this thesis report on research conducted on Vermont and New
England local food systems during the Covid-19 pandemic. The first paper centers the
pandemic by surveying Vermont foodservice and farm businesses selling to consumers
about their experiences during its first year. The second study is an analysis of an expert
panel held in November 2021 to set the stage for future FTI research in New England.
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Though we did not ask about the pandemic, the experiences of the prior year and a half
colored the conversation.
The Covid-19 pandemic has affected every aspect of life across the globe for two
years. In the food system as everywhere else, it has laid bare structural weaknesses and
wrought enormous grief and harm. Yet here we now stand, upon those foundations that did
not buckle and new connections forged by creative actors up and down the food system. I
wrote these two papers on still-shaky ground, focusing in on different aspects of the food
system around me to ask: What can we learn from the last two years? And where do we go
from here?
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CHAPTER 2: THE EXPERIENCE OF VERMONT LOCAL FOOD
OPERATIONS SELLING TO CONSUMERS IN THE FIRST YEAR OF THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC: A COMBINED SURVEY OF FOODSERVICE AND
FARMS
2.1. Abstract
The Covid-19 pandemic tested the resilience of food system actors at all levels and
across all geographies. This study focuses on the experience of Vermont local food
businesses by combining two surveys conducted in the first half of 2021: one of
foodservice operations that procure food locally and one of Vermont farms that sell directly
to consumers. We analyzed descriptive statistics, open responses, and conducted KruskalWallis rank sum tests to assess which factors were related with business’ financial status
before and since the pandemic. Pre-pandemic financial status was related with business
type, whether the business went on to receive emergency funds, and financial status since
the pandemic. The only significant factor for financial status since the pandemic was prepandemic financial status. We close with recommendations for policy and future research.

2.2. Introduction
Over the past twenty years, a wide variety of disciplines have embraced the concept
of resilience, which is broadly understood as a system’s ability to respond to major shocks
(Behzadi et al., 2017; Béné, 2020; Béné & Doyen, 2018; Magis, 2010; Schipanski et al.,
2016; Tendall et al., 2015; Toth et al., 2016; Worstell & Green, 2017). Food systems
research in particular has turned toward resilience in light of climate change, natural
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disasters, and the Covid-19 pandemic. The Covid-19 pandemic is distinct from other past
resilience research focusing events due to its global scale, its duration, and the fact that it
primarily shocks human, as opposed to physical, infrastructure. This paper begins by
summarizing insights from past food systems resilience research and the evolving body of
Covid-19 food systems resilience research. We then test how resilience indicators from the
literature apply to a specific group of food systems actors: Vermont foodservice operations
and farms selling directly to consumers.
Tendall et al. (2015) define food system resilience as “the capacity over time of a
food system and its units at multiple levels, to provide sufficient, appropriate and accessible
food to all, in the face of various and even unforeseen disturbances” (p. 19). Scholars have
identified many potential indicators of food system resilience. These include: ecologically
sustainable agricultural practices (Schipanski et al., 2016; Worstell & Green, 2017);
diversity and redundancy in the food supply chain (Behzadi et al., 2017; Béné, 2020;
Schipanski et al., 2016; Worstell & Green, 2017); sufficient reserves and physical
infrastructure to withstand disturbance (Baum et al., 2015; Worstell & Green, 2017); local
self-organization and independence of food supply chain actors (Baum et al., 2015;
Schipanski et al., 2016; Worstell & Green, 2017); flexibility and creativity of food system
actors (Béné, 2020; Borges-Mendez & Caron, 2019; Schipanski et al., 2016; Worstell &
Green, 2017); strong relationships among and between food supply chain actors (Béné,
2020; Worstell & Green, 2017); financial resources (Béné, 2020); social and economic
equality (Béné, 2020; Borges-Mendez & Caron, 2019; Schipanski et al., 2016); and the
ability or willingness to transform (Béné & Doyen, 2018; Worstell & Green, 2017).
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2.2.1. The role of government and government aid in resilience
The resilience framework is not without its detractors. Joseph (2013) argues that
the use of “resilience” in policy reinforces neoliberal modes of governmentality by placing
responsibility on individuals and communities for their own survival. In an article on the
reconstruction of Puerto Rico’s coffee region following hurricanes Irma and María,
Borges-Mendez and Caron (2019) critique dominant ideas of resilience while still working
within a resilience framework. They find that prominent definitions of resilience do not
apply to the Puerto Rican context because resilience is not possible under a colonial system.
They call for a “decolonized” conception of resilience which emphasizes grassroots efforts
to improve quality of life and resilience to disasters even while the persistence of the
colonial regime makes true resilience impossible.
The theme uniting these distinct critiques is to not leave government out of the
picture when examining a system’s resilience. In the case of Puerto Rico, argue BorgesMendez and Caron (2019), the Puerto Rican and U.S. governments are active obstacles to
resilience. And Joseph (2013) rails against a conception of community survival and
wellbeing that abdicates the government of responsibility. As we move to the case of
Covid-19 and the food system, we will keep government in frame and examine how its
actions or inactions promoted or prevented food system resilience.

2.2.2. Food system resilience during the Covid-19 pandemic
Resilience is made of capacities that are built and strengthened in times of stability,
but the resilience of a system can only be assessed once it has experienced a shock. The
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profound and protracted crisis that is the Covid-19 pandemic has inspired vast amounts of
resilience research, particularly in food systems, perhaps because some of the most visible
early effects of the pandemic were supply chain disruptions and a profound increase in
food insecurity at many scales—globally, in the United States, and in Vermont (Béné,
2020; Niles et al., 2020, 2021). Yet the field of Covid-19 food system resilience research
is still nascent, especially when it comes to assessing the resilience of food businesses.

2.2.2.1. Foodservice
Many published studies of the impact of Covid-19 on restaurants, foodservice, and
hospitality examine the first several months of the pandemic when many governments
across the globe had imposed some variety of lockdown state that made conventional
business impossible. Madeira et al. (2021) surveyed 227 Portuguese restaurateurs in March
of 2020 about their concerns, what government measures might be useful, what strategies
they planned to take, and lessons for the restaurant business. Respondents mainly wanted
to see funding assistance and reduction in bureaucratic hurdles from the government and
expressed a mix of pessimism and willingness to take action. Gkoumas (2021) conducted
semi-structured interviews and participant observation with 50 restaurateurs in Tainan,
Taiwan during April and May 2020. The study focused on participants’ perceptions of the
Taiwanese government’s actions, and most of the restaurant owners had positive opinions
about government public health guidance and the tax breaks given to restaurants. Farrer
(2020) interviewed 30 independent restaurant owners in Tokyo in May 2020; he found that
while many operations adapted their operations and menus for takeout and delivery and
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some had high sales numbers, net income was usually lower than prior to the pandemic
and this method was more work for the business owner. Neise et al. (2021) surveyed 623
German bar and restaurant owners and managers between mid-April and mid-June 2020
and used the results to conduct a binary logistic analysis, with the dependent variable being
whether or not the respondent believed their operation would survive the Covid-19
pandemic. Several independent variables were significant, most being characteristics of the
business or business problems predating the pandemic. Businesses with older owners,
businesses on self-owned property, and businesses managed by the owners were all
significantly more likely to be optimistic about their prospects. Businesses that went into
the pandemic with high operational costs or tax load, trouble complying with regulatory
requirements, and liquidity problems were less likely to self-report as resilient. Of the
actions taken in response to the pandemic, the only significant variable was whether the
business offered delivery or takeout, with those that did thinking they were more likely to
survive. At the time of writing this paper, this study and all the early foodservice resilience
studies are limited in utility: they assess owners’ perceptions of their business’ future
without following up about how their expectations played out.
Some studies have been published that take a backwards look at the results of
business adaptations and experiences during the first pandemic spring. A mixed-methods
study by Brizek et al. (2021) surveyed and interviewed independent restaurant operators in
South Carolina in May and June 2020, when restaurants were allowed to reopen indoor
dining at limited capacity. Nearly 25% of the restaurant operators were not able to reopen
their businesses after the forced 60-day closure. The 75% remaining were operating at
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reduced capacity and all offered some form of takeout or delivery. Many were interested
in government aid programs but most could not rehire enough employees to be eligible for
Payroll Protection Program (PPP) loan forgiveness. In one of few articles on institutional
foodservice during the Covid-19 pandemic, Connolly et al. (2021) examined Connecticut
public school meal programs in the spring of 2020 and identified four main factors for
success: tailoring the program to community needs, facilitating participation, using
partnerships to coordinate efforts across schools, municipalities, and communities, and
building flexibility into programs. These studies, based more in actual foodservice
performance during the spring of 2020, are useful for assessing the acute crisis of the
pandemic’s early days. But because of Covid-19’s long trajectory, longer-term research
continuing through and past the present moment will be necessary when considering
resilience to the pandemic overall.

2.2.2.2. Local Agriculture
The experience of agriculture during the pandemic has been distinct from that of
foodservice because agriculture is considered an essential business and farm businesses
were not forced to close during lockdowns. Several studies of small, diversified, organic,
and/or agroecological farms suggest that these operations fared well during the pandemic’s
first wave. A survey of French organic dairy farms and supply chains during Covid-19
found that most farms experienced zero to moderate impacts from the pandemic, and only
5 out of 86 surveyed farms reported major impacts (Perrin & Martin, 2021). Farms that
processed milk on their farm and sold their own production were the most impacted, both
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positively and negatively: they were negatively affected by the closing of major sales
avenues like farmers markets and caterers; however, as they controlled most of their own
business, they also were able to reorganize for different channels. Mastronardi et al. (2021)
interviewed 15 diversified farmers in Central Italy between May and July of 2020; only the
larger farms that sold at national markets and had agrotourism activities reported negative
effects from that first pandemic spring. Farmers across the board expressed the importance
of being able to change sales channels: larger farms shifted from national to local markets
and smaller farms adopted e-commerce. A mixed-methods study of the agroecology
movement in Latin America during Covid-19 identified several trends, all connected by
the importance of strong networks and collaboration (Tittonell et al., 2021). And even
though Latin American agroecology has historically been a grassroots independent
movement, the authors found that the public sector played an essential role in both
supporting existing grassroots initiatives and creating new programs.
Another group of studies takes a broader look at local food systems and short supply
chains during the Covid-19 pandemic. Nemes et al. (2021) surveyed alternative and local
food system (ALFS) experts from 13 countries and found that ALFS were able to respond
to the pandemic with innovation, though smallholder access to e-commerce varied among
countries. They also found that the pandemic increased broad interest and awareness of
ALFS. Thilmany et al. (2020) echo these findings in their review of regional and local food
systems in the United States during the first six months of the pandemic; while school and
restaurant closures created a major market disruption, e-commerce sales of local food
exploded. The authors note that this success required innovative and flexible policy for
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local and regional food systems. Yet an analysis of Washington, D.C. farmers market sales
data using a difference in differences model to compare winter and spring 2020 sales to
those in 2019 has a less sunny outlook on the experience of short food supply chains during
Covid (O’Hara et al., 2021). O’Hara et al. (2021) find that even those markets that did open
and remained open throughout the first pandemic spring experienced a profound drop in
sales; only vendors selling dairy, meat, and seafood increased sales year over year. The
authors hypothesize that this latter phenomenon may be due to the impact of Covid-19 on
conventional meatpacking.

2.2.3. Covid-19 Research Summary
The field of Covid-19 food system research is at the same time already immense
and still lacking. There are many published studies looking at the first three to six months
of the pandemic, but what sets Covid-19 apart from past resilience research on natural
disasters is that, instead of having a distinct crisis moment followed by a long recovery,
the Covid-19 pandemic has been one continuous multi-year crisis, and individuals,
businesses, and communities have had to attempt recovery while the crisis is still ongoing.
Resilience research needs to continue past the eventual end of the pandemic to assess how
actions throughout this period have affected the stability of the food system.
The scale of the Covid-19 pandemic has also meant that some system components
have been overlooked by research, and some related actors have not been considered
alongside each other. There have been few whole-picture studies of the experiences of
farms selling direct to consumers; O’Hara et al. (2021) analyze farmers markets, not the
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individual farms, and so do not include the full spectrum of sales avenues used by
participating farms. Studies of foodservice operations during Covid have not focused on
those engaged in local procurement. Moreover, while consumers purchase local foods both
by buying raw ingredients from farms and by patronizing restaurants and cafeterias that
use local ingredients, the two sectors have not been considered alongside each other. This
study will look at foodservice operations procuring local food and farms selling directly to
consumers to get a fuller picture of the experience of local food vendors in Vermont during
the pandemic.

2.2.4. Why Vermont?
The scale of the Covid-19 pandemic is immense, but the pandemic experience has
been so variable from place to place, and it is worth researching the pandemic’s impact
across many geographies. Vermont is an interesting case to look at in terms of both
alternative food systems and its experience during the pandemic.
Vermont is home to many local food initiatives. Organizations like Vermont Farm
to Plate, the Vermont Fresh Network, Center for an Agricultural Economy, and Farm to
Institution New England advocate and organize for local agriculture to reach consumers
through both direct purchasing and foodservice. Senator Patrick Leahy has been a longtime champion of farm-to-school programs at the federal level, and the Vermont state
legislature recently passed a local foods purchasing initiative for public schools. David
Conner’s research team also has a long history of researching the experiences and
economic implications of local food supply chain actors in the state, and this study is a
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continuation of that work (Becot et al., 2016; Conner, 2020; Conner et al., 2013, 2014,
2018, 2019; Heiss et al., 2014).
Vermont is also an interesting state to examine for the first year of the Covid-19
pandemic because it fared so well compared to the rest of the United States, with robust
leadership from state government and low case and death numbers. In the fall of 2020, Dr.
Anthony Fauci referred to Vermont as the “model for the country” for how to safely reopen
the economy (Deliso, 2020). The Vermont state government also sponsored several relief
initiatives, from the Agency of Commerce and Community Development’s Vermont
Economic Recovery Grants, to the Agency of Agriculture, Food, and Markets’ Vermont
Covid-19 Agricultural Assistance Program, to the innovative Everyone Eats program that
paid for food insecure individuals to eat meals from Vermont restaurants.
Between well-established local short food supply chains bolstered by public and
private support organizations and Vermont’s low Covid-19 case numbers, it would seem
that if any U.S. local food economy were set up for success in the first year of the Covid19 pandemic it should have been Vermont’s. This study will examine Vermont food
businesses selling local food to consumers as a special case. Were these businesses in fact
set up for success? And what factors, if any, were related with their economic wellbeing a
year into the Covid-19 pandemic?
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2.3. Methods
2.3.1. Survey questions, sampling, and collection
This paper combines two surveys conducted by University of Vermont (UVM)
researchers under Agriculture Research Service grants. The first survey focused on
foodservice operations in the state of Vermont. We wrote some survey questions to align
with those on other surveys of Vermont food system actors during Covid-19 conducted by
our UVM colleagues: a survey of individuals focused on food security led by Meredith
Niles; another survey of individuals’ food consumption habits led by Roy Desrochers; and
a study of Vermont farmers led by Meredith Niles. Other survey questions came out of
interviews we conducted with owners or managers of Vermont foodservice businesses
(restaurants, caterers, schools, universities, and hospitals) in the summer and fall of 2020.
Our colleagues in the broader UVM Covid-19 food system research team reviewed
multiple drafts of the survey text and tested the survey in Qualtrics.
In April 2021 we distributed the survey via Qualtrics to the culinary members of
the Vermont Fresh Network, a nonprofit organization that connects farmers, chefs, and
consumers in the state of Vermont. The culinary member email list (n=150) is comprised
of owners, managers, and/or chefs representing Vermont restaurants as well as foodservice
managers at inns, prepared food sections of grocery and specialty stores, caterers, and
institutional foodservice operations. We followed up with direct email reminders to this list
in May and June of 2021. This effort yielded 22 valid responses. In an attempt to increase
the survey response, we reached out to the Vermont Independent Restaurant Association
and the Main Street Alliance, both of which shared our survey link in their summer 2021
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newsletters; however, this only yielded 3 additional responses. In total, we received 20
complete responses and 5 partial responses to the foodservice survey. We expected a low
response rate due to the high demands of foodservice businesses, and our survey
encountered particular challenges as restaurants worked to reopen with insufficient staff
during the spring and summer of 2021.
We developed the farm survey questions by using the constant comparative method
to analyze the verbatim transcripts of six webinars UVM Extension hosted in the spring of
2020 to help farmers adjust to shifting conditions and regulations at the start of the
pandemic. Team members used the themes identified in the coding process to write the
survey and consulted with the broader UVM Covid-19 food systems research team to
ensure common language was used across projects, making it possible to compare and
combine data. We also hired 10 farmers from multiple sectors, including livestock, crops,
and agritourism, to review the draft survey. We distributed the final survey via email, social
media, paid advertisements on Front Porch Forum, and through professional networks.
This outreach totaled more than 12,000 emails and 90,000 paid “impressions,” and resulted
in 135 valid responses. The largest group of respondents were crop producers (including
field crops and permanent crops, such as hayland or maple production), followed by
livestock producers (including dairy). Many respondents engaged in multiple forms of
production, including some combination of crop, livestock, value-added agricultural
production, and on-farm experiences (e.g., agritourism). For this study, we narrowed the
respondents to those who sold products directly to consumers in 2019 and/or in 2020
(n=111). Eligible sales avenues included U-Pick, farm stand or farm store, community
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supported agriculture (on-farm pickup, off-farm pickup, or delivery), farmers markets,
sales to SNAP or 3SquaresVT users, and website or e-commerce sales. We coded the
business types to distinguish between those farms with an onsite farm store or farm stand
and those without.
Table 1
Combined Survey Responses by Business Type
Business Type
Restaurant
Caterer
Restaurant & Caterer
Hospital/Health Care
Foodservice
K-12 School Foodservice
Grocery Store or Supermarket
Festival Food Vendor
Bakery & Baking School
Restaurant/Caterer/Grocery
Store/Specialty Market
Foodservice – No Response
Farm & Farm store
Farm
Total

Count
8
2
3
1
1
2
1
1
1
5
70
41
136

Because both surveys were designed to align with the broader UVM Covid-19 food
system research efforts, they shared several similar questions and we were able to combine
these portions of the two datasets in RStudio, creating a total dataset of 136 businesses
(Table 1). The shared questions fell into three main sections: through which avenues the
businesses sold food both before and since the Covid-19 pandemic; where businesses
turned for funding and information during the Covid-19 pandemic; and questions on
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financial status of the business before and since Covid-19. UVM Extension associate
professor Mark Canella developed these latter two questions, which sorted business
performance into four main categories: economically thriving, economically viable,
sustainable (due to other sources of income or equity), and vulnerable. The two definitions
differed slightly between the two surveys, mainly in the “sustainable” category. Because
the Vermont Fresh Network list included some foodservice operations housed under
nonprofits, we revised the “sustainable” definition in the foodservice survey to include
operations that were not themselves turning a profit but that were sustainable due to
unearned income from grants or donations. The farm survey divided “sustainable” into two
categories: those farms that were sustainable due to built equity, and those that were
sustainable because of off-farm income. To combine the two surveys we recoded these two
“sustainable” categories into one encompassing all non-viable operations that were able to
continue operations by relying on other funds. (Table 2)
Table 2
Financial Status Definitions Across Both Surveys
Combined
Survey Category
Economically
thriving

Foodservice Survey

Farm Survey

The operation exceeds minimum
fair labor and wage standards for
all owners and employees,
provides benefits (e.g. health
insurance), covers all costs, and
generates a profit.

The farm exceeds minimum fair
labor and wage standards for all
owners and employees,
provides health insurance,
covers all costs, and generates a
profit.

Economically
viable

The operation has the capacity to
pay all employees average
industry wages, cover all costs,
and generate a profit.

This business has the capacity
to pay family labor at the
average agricultural wage,
cover all costs, and generate a
profit.
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Sustainable

Vulnerable

This operation does not meet the
“economically viable” definition
(above) but is sustainable due to
the presence of built-up equity in
savings, property, and owned
assets, or is a nonprofit
organization raising money
through grants, donations, and
other unearned income.

Sustainable-Built Equity: This
business is not “economically
viable” but it is sustainable due
to the presence of built-up
equity in savings, property, and
owned assets.

The operation is not
economically viable and does
not have sufficient sources of
other income or built-up equity,
earned or unearned.

This business is not
"economically viable" and does
not have sufficient sources of
other income or built-up equity.

Sustainable-Other Income: This
business is not “economically
viable” but it is sustainable due
to the presence of other nonfarm/food business income

2.3.2. Conceptual Model
We set out to investigate two questions: were these Vermont local food businesses
selling food to consumers resilient in the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic, and if so,
what factors impacted that resilience? Because whether a business survives is tied to its
financial health, we used the two financial status questions as proxies for business
resilience: financial status before the pandemic is a component of resilience potential, and
financial status since the pandemic serves as a summary for how the business weathered
the prior year. As the financial status questions are ordinal (thriving, viable, sustainable,
vulnerable), we used the Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test to examine the relationship between
financial status before and since the pandemic with several independent variables. We
examined the relationship with financial status both before and since the pandemic for each
independent variable in our conceptual model to test if resilience potential affected
business adaptability, as well as if these adaptations impacted actual pandemic resilience.
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Because the combined dataset is weighted towards the farm survey, we supplemented these
tests with an in-depth review of the descriptive statistics and open responses to the
foodservice survey.
Figure 1
Hypothetical conceptual model for financial status since Covid-19

We selected the independent variables for the analysis based on our review of the
literature (Figure 1). Across the diverse early studies of Covid-19’s impact on agriculture
and foodservice businesses worldwide, the food system resilience indicator mentioned the
most is the flexibility and creativity of food system actors (Brizek et al., 2021; Connolly et
al., 2021; Duarte Alonso et al., 2020; Farrer, 2020; Mastronardi et al., 2021; Neise et al.,
2021; Nemes et al., 2021; Perrin & Martin, 2021; Thilmany et al., 2020). We assessed the
adaptability of businesses in our study in two ways. For each mode of sale in the combined
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dataset, we created three binary variables: whether the business stopped that mode of sale
after the pandemic’s onset, whether the business had started that mode of sale during the
pandemic, and whether the business had been engaged in those sales both before and since
Covid-19. We used these variables to create binary variables for whether businesses
stopped or started one or more sales modes during the pandemic, which we used to test the
flexibility of the customer-facing end of the business. We predicted that stopping sales
modes would be negatively related with financial status before and since the pandemic,
whereas starting new sales modes would have a positive relationship. We examined the
flexibility of internal operations using the questions from the foodservice survey about
what actions businesses took on behalf of their employees. We did not conduct statistical
tests due to the small size of the foodservice sample, but we examined cross-tabulations of
each employee action question as well as the total number of actions taken with financial
status before and since Covid-19, and we turned to open responses addressing this topic.
Because the resilience literature also emphasizes the importance of selling across a
variety of markets (Béné, 2020; Worstell & Green, 2017), we created variables counting
total modes of sale before and since the pandemic. We hypothesized that businesses selling
across a diversity of markets were in better shape going into the pandemic, and that the
number of markets they sold through since the pandemic contributed to their financial
resilience.
In the Covid-19 literature, government response and assistance come up again and
again, whether studies found government response to the pandemic to be helpful
(Gkoumas, 2021; Thilmany et al., 2020; Tittonell et al., 2021), slow (Farrer, 2020; Madeira
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et al., 2021), or insufficient for addressing the problems that food businesses faced (Brizek
et al., 2021). We created a binary variable for whether a business received funding to judge
the impact of the government’s fiscal assistance and to see if funding favored businesses
who were doing well before the pandemic started.
We also created a variable for business type with three options: foodservice, farms
with farm stands or stores, and farms without farm stands or stores. We hypothesized that
foodservice businesses faced worse impacts from the pandemic than farms because
lockdowns prohibited regular foodservice operations. We also hypothesized that farms
with farm stores were more resilient than those without as Perrin and Martin (2021) found
that farms with more autonomy over sales were more nimble.
Finally, we tested the relationship between financial status before and financial
status since the pandemic. In using financial status before the pandemic as a proxy for
resilience potential, and financial status since the pandemic as a proxy for actual resilience,
we hypothesized that the strongest relationship would be between these two variables.

2.4. Results
The combined sample is heavily weighted toward the farm survey: out of 136 total
observations, 25 are foodservice businesses and 111 are farms (70 of which have a farm
stand or farm store). This is especially true when looking at the financial status questions:
between non-response and entry errors, 10 foodservice businesses did not answer the
question about financial status before Covid-19 (compared to two farms), and 6 did not
answer the question about financial status since Covid-19 (along with 5 farms). Of the
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foodservice businesses that did report their financial status before Covid-19, 7 were
thriving, 6 were viable, and 2 were sustainable due to other funds. The majority of farms
reported as either viable or sustainable pre-Covid, with 5 thriving and 3 vulnerable. While
both more farms (n=10) and foodservice businesses (n=3) self-reported as vulnerable since
Covid, and just 2 farms and 3 foodservice businesses described themselves as thriving, the
large majority of respondents still self-reported as either viable (n=35) or sustainable due
to other funds (n=72). As predicted, there was a significant relationship (p<0.0001)
between financial status before Covid-19 and financial status since Covid-19; businesses
that were doing well before the pandemic were more likely to be doing well since the
pandemic’s onset (Table 3, Figure 2).
Table 3
Comparison of Financial Status Before and Since Covid-19
Financial status
since Covid-19

Financial status before Covid-19
Thriving Viable Sustainable Vulnerable
Thriving
3
1
0
0
Viable
5
25
4
0
Sustainable
4
9
55
1
Vulnerable
0
3
8
2
Note. Kruskal-Wallis H(2) = 44.358, df = 3, p<0.0001
N = 120; 16 survey participants did not respond to either or both questions.
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Figure 2
Financial Status Since Covid-19 with Financial Status Before Covid-19

Foodservice businesses were significantly more likely than farms to have been
doing well before the pandemic (p<0.0001) (
Table 4, Figure 3, Figure 4). However, there was no difference (p=0.66) between
farms with a farm store or stand and those without. When turning to financial status since
the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, the relationship between business type and financial
status disappeared: whether the business was a foodservice operation or a farm had no
relationship (p=0.22) with financial status since Covid-19.
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Table 4
Financial Status Before Covid-19 by Business Type
Financial status
before Covid-19

Business Type
Foodservice
Farm
Thriving
7
5
Viable
6
34
Sustainable
2
67
Vulnerable
0
3
Note. Kruskal-Wallis H(2) = 20.246, df = 1, p<0.0001
N = 124; 12 survey participants did not list their financial status before Covid-19

Figure 3
Distribution of Financial Status Before Covid-19 Among Foodservice Businesses
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Figure 4
Distribution of Financial Status Before Covid-19 Among Farms

Number of sales modes varied widely across businesses both before and since the
pandemic. We considered all modes of sale for these questions, not just those that were
direct-to-consumer. Sales modes for farms included U-Pick, farm stand or farm store, onfarm CSA, farmers market, CSA or delivery, sales to SNAP or 3Squares users, ecommerce, Vermont distributors, Vermont institutions, Vermont retail, and restaurant
wholesale; foodservice sales modes included onsite dining, takeout, self-run delivery,
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third-party delivery, one-off business/institution sales, business/institution contracts, and
pop-up grocery stores. Most businesses sold through between 1 and 5 sales modes, with
many (n=20 pre-pandemic; n=23 since pandemic) selling through 6 or more modes. A good
number of businesses responded that they did not sell through any of the listed modes either
before (n=10) or since (n=6) the pandemic. We only marked responses that listed total sales
modes as zero for both time periods as missing.
A combined restaurant, caterer, and market in the foodservice sample reported that
they “felt fortunate to be diversified before the pandemic hit.” Whereas prior to the
pandemic the foodservice side of their business was their major sales driver, the retail side
of the business exploded during lockdown and kept the operation afloat. But when turning
to the Kruskal-Wallis tests for the combined sample of both foodservice and farms,
diversity among sales modes was not a significant player in business resilience. Neither
total sales modes pre-Covid nor total sales modes since Covid was significantly related
with financial status either before or since Covid.
The pandemic inspired many operations to change the ways they sold food to
customers, particularly in foodservice, where typical business was incompatible with early
lockdown mandates. The majority of foodservice businesses stopped (n=13) and/or started
(n=16) one or more modes of sale. At the time of the survey, over a year into the pandemic,
11 operations that before the pandemic had served food onsite had not yet resumed either
indoor or outdoor dining; 10 other operations had hosted customers onsite since March
2020. In total, 20 operations had sold takeout since March 2020, and for 10 of those
operations takeout was a new pandemic practice. Interestingly, 4 operations that did offer
49

takeout prior to the pandemic did not do so after March 2020. A total of 8 operations ran
their own delivery services (6 newly since March 2020), and 5 had launched pop-up
grocery stores. Many businesses also donated food, either directly or through third-party
initiatives. A few operations further detailed their pandemic sales adaptations in their open
responses. One restaurant reported creating wholesale accounts with a local bookstore and
a local farm shop, though they had trouble keeping up with these accounts when their own
in-house sales rose in the spring of 2021. Another restaurant saw the writing on the wall in
early March 2020 and by the time of the state closures had planned a reheat and eat program
that was ready to launch after two days of preparation. Though their 2020 revenue was still
only half of 2019 revenue, this adaptation helped them stay open.
Most farms did not change how they sold food to consumers, but a good number
still stopped (n=29) and/or started (n=42) at least one mode of sale. When combining both
foodservice and farms, this brings the total number who stopped one or more sales modes
to 42, and the total number who started one or more sales modes to 58. Contrary to our
hypothesis, and to the literature’s emphasis on adaptability, our analysis of this combined
sample found no relationship between stopping or starting sales modes and financial status
for either time period.
Foodservice operations varied widely in the internal changes they made to protect
and help their employees through the pandemic. The large majority of respondents (n=21)
provided employees with personal protective equipment like masks, face shields, and
gloves. Many operations (n=14) also adjusted their sick leave policies to allow for
flexibility in the case of symptoms or exposure, and 10 businesses staggered work
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schedules to reduce workplace capacity. Though food preparation is not a business that
could transition to work-from-home, 7 operations did allow those employees who could
work remotely to do so. Just 4 operations offered employees regular Covid-19 testing, and
of these one was a health care foodservice operation and one was a K-12 school foodservice
operation—component parts of broader organizations that may have had better access to
testing (the other two did not list their business type). The health care and K-12 operations
both also offered hazard pay for employees, as did one restaurant, one grocery store, and
one other business that did not report its type. Two businesses (one restaurant/caterer and
one unknown) also allowed furloughed employees to stay on their health care plans. Nonmonetary accommodations for employee wellbeing were more common among survey
respondents.

Over half (n=14) allowed for flexible work schedules, 12 facilitated

conversations about mental health, and 6 connected employees with mental health
resources. In a time of increased food insecurity in Vermont (Niles et al., 2020), 15
operations offered free or discounted food to employees, and 6 connected current or laidoff employees with food assistance programs.

51

Figure 5
Number of actions foodservice businesses took to support employees

In some cases, the fiscal reality of the foodservice business made it hard to keep
staff employed. One caterer reported: “We unfortunately had to bring our staff down to just
a few people and had to constantly shift gears to try to bring in any source of revenue. It
was similar to an entire year of starting a new business, over and over.” And some tools to
employee wellbeing were out of employers’ hands. One respondent complained that in
Vermont restaurant employees were not classified as front-line workers and therefore were
not able to receive the vaccine ahead of their age bracket. This complaint was justified,
given that in the first three months of 2021 Vermont foodservice workers were infected by
Covid-19 at higher rates than any other occupation in the state (Duffort & Petenko, 2021).
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The distribution of the number of actions foodservice businesses took to support
employees was relatively normal, with a median of 6 and mean of 5.9 (Figure 5). While
we were not able to run statistical tests given the small sample size, cross tabulations of the
number of employee actions with financial status do not suggest a relationship with
financial status from either time period (Table 5, Table 6). The same is true when looking
at cross tabulations between financial status before or since the pandemic and each specific
employee support action.
Table 5
Financial status before Covid-19 and total actions taken to support employees
Total Actions
Financial status before Covid-19
Taken to
Support
Employees
Thriving Viable
Sustainable
Vulnerable
1-4
2
1
1
0
5-8
5
4
1
0
9-12
0
1
0
0
Note. n=15, 10 survey participants did not respond to either or both questions.
Table 6
Financial status since Covid-19 and total actions taken to support employees
Total Actions
Financial status since Covid-19
Taken to
Support
Employees
Thriving Viable
Sustainable
Vulnerable
1-4
0
3
3
0
5-8
2
3
4
3
9-12
1
0
0
0
Note. n=19, 6 survey participants did not respond to either or both questions.
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All the foodservice businesses that responded to the questions on funding and
information (n=22) received funding, compared to 59 out of 102 responding farms. The
four most common sources of funding were all from the federal government: the Payroll
Protection Program (n=41), the Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (n=29), the
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (n=26), and the Economic Injury and
Disaster Loan (n=26). Many foodservice businesses also received funding from the state
through the Vermont Agency of Commerce and Community Development (n=15) and the
Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food, and Markets (n=5). Financial status before the
pandemic was significantly related (p=0.02) with whether the business received funding
after the pandemic hit; businesses that were doing well pre-pandemic were more likely to
have received funding later on (Table 7, Figure 6). There was no relationship (p=0.21)
between receiving funding and financial status since the pandemic (Table 8, Figure 7).
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Table 7
Financial Status Before Covid-19 by Whether Businesses Received Covid-19 Emergency
Funding
Financial status
before Covid-19

Received Funding?
Yes
No
Thriving
12
0
Viable
23
14
Sustainable
36
29
Vulnerable
1
1
Note. Kruskal-Wallis H(2) = 5.1175, df = 1, p=0.02
N = 116; 20 survey participants did not respond to either or both questions.
Figure 6
Financial Status Before Covid-19 with Whether Businesses Received Emergency Funding
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Table 8
Financial Status Since Covid-19 by Whether Businesses Received Covid-19 Emergency
Funding
Financial status
since Covid-19

Received Funding?
Yes
No
Thriving
5
0
Viable
22
11
Sustainable
39
29
Vulnerable
7
4
Note. Kruskal-Wallis H(2) = 1.5665, df = 1, p=0.2107
N = 117; 19 survey participants did not respond to either or both questions.
Figure 7
Financial Status Since Covid-19 with Whether Businesses Received Emergency Funding
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While most foodservice operations did not report barriers to funding or information,
one respondent said that other restaurant owners they knew whose first language was not
English did have trouble accessing funds. Foodservice respondents had mixed opinions
about emergency funding. One reported that the business would not have survived without
the PPP and state programs. Another felt that larger businesses received more help from
funding programs than small businesses. And one regretted taking the first PPP loan
because it had to be paid back before the restaurant business was allowed to open.
Multiple foodservice respondents celebrated the FEMA-funded Vermont Everyone
Eats program, where food insecure Vermonters were able to receive food for free at local
restaurants, and the state in turn paid restaurants ten dollars for each meal (Bianchi et al.,
2020). One restaurant owner reported “The [Vermont] Everyone Eats program was a life
saver. It's one of the few systems that works well to connect those who grow, those who
cook, and those who eat. Food Bank money should be redirected to making this program
permanent.” Another celebrated how Everyone Eats had strengthened their broader
Vermont food network, saying “The Everyone Eats program has introduced us to the
network of restaurants and producers who care about their communities and state and want
to do what they can to help.”

2.5. Discussion
2.5.1. Exploration
In this study, we use the questions on financial status as a proxy for business
wellbeing and resilience: the phrasing of the categories, encompassing profitability, ability
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to pay employees and at what rate, and available funds, attempt to describe what a business
needs to continue operation. Because resilience is a latent capacity tested at a moment of
crisis, it makes sense that business’ financial status before the Covid-19 pandemic were
significantly related to their financial status since the pandemic’s onset. Where they stood
affected where they wound up. And while 3 formerly viable and 8 formerly sustainable
businesses did become vulnerable, the majority of businesses in those two categories
remained in place. In the face of an enormous challenge, our sample of Vermont local food
businesses showed a marked resilience.
But financial wellbeing pre-crisis, while significant, was no panacea. Foodservice
businesses were significantly more likely than farm businesses to have been doing well
financially before the pandemic, but there was no relationship between business type and
financial status since Covid-19. The normal daily operations of foodservice, which involve
serving large volumes of people, were more impacted by Covid-19 lockdowns than the
daily operations of Vermont farms selling direct-to-consumer, which in our sample had a
small number of employees (the mean of total full and part time farm employees, including
paid and unpaid or family labor, was 6.8 before Covid-19 and 6.4 since Covid-19). Our
findings speak both to how hard foodservice businesses were hit, and to how hard running
a small farm is even in normal times.
Financial status before Covid-19 was also significantly related to whether
businesses received funding when the pandemic hit. All 12 businesses that self-reported as
“economically thriving” before the pandemic received funding. This relationship has
several possible intertwined explanations. Businesses that were more financially healthy
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before the pandemic may have had more or more financially knowledgeable staff with the
wherewithal to apply to funding sources. Funders may have also prioritized businesses with
strong financial track records. For example, the PPP loans were administered by banks,
and having a good relationship with their bank may have helped businesses in the loan
process (one restaurant reported in an open response that their bank was “extremely
helpful”). On the flipside, Demko et al. (2021) found that the financial reporting required
for PPP applications was a major hurdle for farm owners. Confirming how federal and state
governments, as well as other funders, allocated emergency funds would require a separate
investigation of those data.
However, receiving funding was not significantly related with financial status since
the Covid-19 pandemic. This result likewise has several possible explanations. It is
possible that we surveyed businesses too soon to see funding’s impact. We surveyed farms
in the winter of 2021, before the Vermont growing season, and most foodservice responses
were from the spring of 2021, before Vermont’s main outdoor dining and events season.
The reverse could also be true: even if short-term emergency funds granted at the start of
the pandemic impacted 2020 financials, that effect could have waned by the time we
surveyed businesses in the first half of 2021. It is also possible that funding insufficiently
addressed these business’ major obstacles. The federal funds that so many of our
respondents turned to were not designed for food businesses. The complaint of the
restaurant in our sample who was not able to reopen and rehire staff before the end of the
PPP loan term echoes the experience of the South Carolina restaurants surveyed by Brizek
et al. (2021). The PPP was also at odds with the rhythm of farming, where activities are
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planned out a year ahead (Demko et al., 2021). In the continued Covid-19 pandemic and
in future crises, emergency response programs tailored to and led by food business
professionals, like Vermont Everyone Eats, may be more impactful.
The food system resilience literature before and since Covid-19 emphasizes the
importance of selling to and pivoting between a variety of markets, but our study found no
relationship between either number of sales modes or changing sales modes and financial
status for either time period. Each financial status category for both time periods included
businesses selling through just one or two avenues as well as businesses selling across a
broader range of markets. The key seems to be that businesses do what they do well,
whether that means focusing their business or spreading it out. The same is true for whether
businesses stopped or started sales modes: some resilient businesses were able to continue
what they did well or and others made adjustments. And those businesses that did make
major business changes were not hurt by it. It is possible that some businesses did not see
any interruptions in their major markets and did not have to change, and that businesses
that changed markets did so in a bid for survival and their success may be measured not by
financial improvement but by financial stasis. This view is supported by the open responses
to the foodservice survey, where shifting markets was more common. Foodservice
businesses launched new product lines, opened new wholesale accounts, and started
takeout programs. Many foodservice businesses credited their ability to pivot with their
survival: as one restaurant noted, shifting to reheat and eat meant a revenue reduction, “but
we stayed open.” It is possible that the value of market adaptability varied across sectors
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during the Covid-19 pandemic, but we do not have a sufficient sample for that
investigation.
The foodservice sample is also too small to test the statistical significance of the
actions businesses took to support employees, but qualitative analysis of the cross
tabulations of employee actions and financial status do not suggest a relationship.
Additional research with a bigger sample of foodservice operations would be necessary to
confirm this hypothesis. Yet if it is true that there is no relationship between supporting
employees and financial status one year into the pandemic, this would mean that businesses
were not harmed by offering employees resources and support in unstable times. The
literature needs not only larger samples of foodservice businesses, but studies of their
employees, who experienced rocky employment in high-contact jobs. Research is also
needed on the experiences of hired farmworkers during the pandemic, which we do not
address in this study.

2.5.2. Implications
Out of the many hypothesized indicators of resilience in our conceptual model, the
only factor with a significant relationship to financial status one year into the pandemic
was financial status before the pandemic. In the end, most businesses stood about where
they started. And out of the 125 operations that reported their financial status since Covid19, only 13, or just over 10%, were vulnerable. If the most (or only) significant factor in
business resilience is the health of the business before a shock, then the most effective
policies to encourage individual business resilience would focus not on crisis response but
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on fostering an economy in which small businesses can do well in normal times. For the
local food businesses in our sample, Vermont seems to have been largely successful in that
regard. But there is still room for improvement. Well over half (n=67) of the 109 farms
that reported their pre-Covid financial status were merely sustainable before the pandemic,
meaning that their farm was able to keep going thanks to either built equity or off-farm
income. Future research and policy efforts should focus on developing policies, markets,
and strategies to help small farm businesses selling direct to consumers become viable
businesses that can cover costs, pay family labor, and generate a profit.
Though we did not find that any of the adaptations businesses or government made
in response to the pandemic helped the businesses in our sample, they also did no harm.
Managers and owners who exercised their creativity, shifting markets and doing what they
could to help employees, did so at no detriment to the health of the business. And though
we did not find receiving government funding to be a significant factor in financial status
since the pandemic, the responses of foodservice businesses, all of whom received at least
one source of government funding, suggests that in some cases emergency funds were key
to business survival. Further research with a larger sample of foodservice businesses,
including those that did not receive funding, is needed to investigate the impact of
government assistance on this sector.
The significant relationship between financial status before the pandemic and
receiving funding after its onset also merits further investigation. What made emergency
funds more accessible to thriving businesses, and less so to businesses that were struggling
for viability? Did small farms, as Demko et al. (2021) suggest regarding the PPP, encounter
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bureaucratic obstacles that hampered their ability to apply for emergency funds in the first
place? Since many funds were loans, did funders privilege applicants they deemed more
likely to repay on schedule based on prior financial track records? How might government
assistance, both emergency and otherwise, exercise fiscal caution while ensuring funds are
directed where they are needed most?

2.6. Conclusion
We investigated many possible contributors to the financial status of businesses in
our sample one year into the pandemic, but the only significant factor we identified was
financial status before the pandemic. Out of the 120 businesses that responded to both
financial status questions, 85, or 71%, reported the same status for both time periods. These
results suggest that the most effective local food system resilience policy is not a disaster
response plan but a long-term strategy for strengthening local food economies. While the
foodservice businesses in our sample were hit harder by the pandemic, most of the farms
relied on built equity or off-farm income even before Covid-19. Future research and policy
should identify and activate strategies for helping direct sales farms become viable
businesses.
The farms and foodservice operations in our sample made many adaptations in
response to the Covid-19 pandemic. While we did not find that making adaptations
improved financial status, we also did not find any negative association. These local food
businesses made adjustments to keep their engines turning, to support employees, and to
provide food for Vermonters, and they did not suffer for it.
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We found no significant relationship between receiving funding and financial status
since Covid-19, but businesses doing well before the pandemic were more likely to be
funded once it hit. The relationship between business performance and federal, state, and
private funding merits further investigation. What barriers did businesses encounter
applying to and receiving emergency funds? What was the impact of funding on
foodservice alone? Did funds not sufficiently address Covid-19 disruptions, and/or did
funding not continue for long enough, given the pandemic’s length?
This study’s biggest limitation is sample size and survey response, especially for
the foodservice survey. Our survey response was limited both by the particular challenges
of spring 2021 and the regular demands of foodservice business. The foodservice study
also focused on operations engaged in local and regional food networks through their
purchases and their involvement in the Vermont Fresh Network, which yielded 22 out of
our 25 responses. For the most part, this list does not include Vermont’s many immigrant
owned and operated restaurants, which may have faced different challenges meriting a
separate investigation. An unsolved and perhaps unsolvable question is: how can
researchers responsively and productively study industries, like foodservice and farming,
with busy workloads that happen away from a desk? How can we make research a useful
exercise for both us and our research participants? How can we include restaurateurs and
farmers who may not have the time to talk with us because their businesses are struggling?
Barriers to building resilience capacity may also be barriers to research participation.
Efforts at reducing this bias may require significant resource investment but will yield more
complete results and help construct a more resilient food system.
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CHAPTER 3: FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR FARM TO INSTITUTION AND
VALUES BASED PROCUREMENT IN NEW ENGLAND
3.1. Abstract
Farm to Institution (FTI) programs connecting local food to institutional
foodservice have grown enormously in size and number since the start of the twenty-first
century. This is a pilot study identifying frameworks and directions for future institutional
procurement research. We report on the results of a November 2021 panel of five experts
working on FTI and Values-Based Procurement (VBP) programs in New England. We
analyzed the panel transcript using a three-stage coding process and identified two central
themes: the importance of strong personal relationships for successful FTI organizing and
the desire for a structural and informational toolkit to scale FTI and VBP activities up and
out. Growing local procurement within institutions and expanding the number of
institutions engaged in these activities requires engaging institutional leadership and
policymakers; this in turn demands further research on the costs and benefits of these
programs for institutions and for society. We identify several possible directions for
research and policy and recommend that efforts to grow FTI and VBP prioritize the
relationship building capacity essential to program success.

3.2. Introduction
Institutional foodservice is an enormous market, accounting for more than US$200
billion in global sales as of 2012 (Thottathil, 2019). Over the past several decades, a
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growing movement has pushed institutions to influence food systems through procurement.
This movement argues that because institutions purchase large volumes of food, they can
make change by voting with their dollars (De Schutter, 2014; Thottathil, 2019). In the
United States, local food advocates have led this conversation, pushing for institutions to
establish Farm to Institution (FTI) programs to direct institutional dollars toward local
farms and food businesses.
FTI programs vary widely in definition and practice, but all involve procuring local
food for institutional foodservice. FTI programs are most prominent in K-12 schools,
colleges and universities, and hospitals and other health care facilities; other participating
institutions include childcare programs, correctional facilities, and social services. FTI
programs are usually integrated into institutional missions: farm to school and farm to
college programs often include an educational component, and farm to health care
programs typically emphasize health and nutrition aims (Barlett, 2011; Becot et al., 2016;
Izumi, Alaimo, et al., 2010; Klein et al., 2019; Shanks et al., 2019; U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2018). Participating institutions procure local food in a variety of ways:
directly from farms (as the phrase “farm to institution” suggests) as well as through food
hubs, local processors and distributors, and even by purchasing local foods from traditional
suppliers like broadline distributors (Christensen et al., 2019). The definition of “local”
also varies. Within the United States, local is often defined as within state borders, but it
may also be defined as within a certain distance of the institution. While most FTI programs
emphasize fruits and vegetables, local products can also include meat, dairy, eggs, and
value-added products like sauces or jams.
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FTI programs are part of the local food movement and report many of the same
values, especially supporting local food economies and feeling connected to the land and
its farmers (Colasanti et al., 2019; Izumi, Alaimo, et al., 2010; Richman et al., 2019; Shanks
et al., 2019). Yet just like Hinrichs (2000) found in her study of farmers markets and
community supported agriculture, FTI programs balance these values of embeddedness in
local communities with marketness and instrumentalism driven by price concerns and
institutional goals. And, like the broader local food movement, the degree to which FTI
programs achieve their stated values varies from program to program (Enthoven & Van
den Broeck, 2021). We explore the motivations and achievements of various FTI programs
and supply chain actors in the literature review below.

3.2.1. Embeddedness, Marketness, and Instrumentalism
The concept of embeddedness has its roots in the work of Polanyi (1957) and
emphasizes the role of non-economic motivations in human economies. Many post-Polanyi
writers use the term to describe how social relationships and trust between parties color
economic exchange (Hinrichs, 2000). But, as outlined by Block (1990), embeddedness is
not the opposite of the market; rather, embeddedness exists within a market backgrounded
by other motivations of marketness and instrumentalism. When marketness predominates,
price is the most important motivator. In a transaction with lower market motivations, the
social factors that comprise embeddedness become more important. Instrumentalism
describes the degree to which transactors act strategically to achieve their own goals:
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someone maneuvering for their own ultimate gain exhibits high instrumentalism, whereas
someone motivated by non-economic moral or societal goals shows low instrumentalism.
Hinrichs (2000) uses Block’s framework as a lens for a literature review of farmers markets
and community supported agriculture programs. The tangled web of embedded, market,
and instrumentalist motivators are necessary for understanding what drives these local food
markets. Across multiple studies, she finds that farmers market vendors participate because
of the social event of the market, because they can sell at premium prices, to avoid
commodity markets, and because interacting with customers promotes the business.
Customers shop at farmers markets because they believe the food to be healthier for their
families and the environment and because social ties with farmers can result in future price
or product flexibility. Community supported agriculture in some ways decommodifies food
and reframes food purchasing as community development, but customers still expect a
good deal, and farmers must balance their expected income against expenses to survive.
Hinrich’s insights into the roles of embeddedness, marketness, and instrumentalism in local
food markets for individual consumers carry over to local food initiatives at institutions.

3.2.2. Farm to Institution: Motivations, Policies, and Impacts
The most prolific form of FTI is perhaps Farm to School (FTS). FTS programs
exploded in the first decade of this century: while in 2001 there were only 6 FTS programs
nationwide, by 2009, that number had climbed to 2,051 (Martinez et al., 2010). In 2013 the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) launched the Farm to School Grant Program,
which awards extra funding to school districts and collaborating nonprofits for FTS
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activities (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2020). Applicants are asked to build a team,
define visions, goals, and their meaning of “local food,” create menu and purchasing plans,
and integrate the project into school curricula (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2018).
A USDA report by Martinez et al. (2010) stated that the main two goals of FTS
programs were to increase student fruit and vegetable consumption and build relationships
between schools and local farmers. In interviews with school foodservice professionals in
the Upper Midwest and Northeast U.S., Izumi et al. (2010) found similar motivators.
Foodservice staff were driven to FTS by student enthusiasm, pricing, and the feeling that
they were supporting farmer livelihoods. They reported that the produce was higher quality
and that students ate more fruits and vegetables when they were locally sourced; staff
attributed this to both quality and students knowing and feeling connected to farmers. In
this study, prices for local food were competitive with traditional suppliers because schools
focused on items with less retail demand, such as small apples or food that did not sell at
market. School foodservice staff also expressed a desire to support those farmers with
whom they had built a relationship. These three motivators outline the interplay between
embeddedness, marketness, and instrumentalism. Connecting school staff and students
with farmers showed embeddedness, but the school’s marketness was not compromised
because the program fit the foodservice budget. Inspiring students to eat more produce
could be seen as a low-instrumentalism motive (the moral goal of child nutrition) or as
high-instrumentalist (increasing demand for school food and improving budget efficiency
by reducing food waste).
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Yet the literature calls into question the idea that FTI programs, particularly FTS,
necessarily support local farmers. When Izumi et al. (2010b) interviewed those schools’
farm suppliers, they found that FTS sales made up between less than 1% and 4% of total
sales. In a survey of 311 Michigan vegetable farmers by Matts et al. (2015), only 20 farmers
had sold to institutions in the prior year, and of those, 75% reported total institutional sales
of US$5,000 or less. When Conner et al. (2014) interviewed Vermont FTI supply chain
actors, farmers felt that institutions and their distributor intermediaries were in search of
the cheapest product, and farmers struggled to cover costs through institutional sales. In a
case study of farm to childcare programs in North Carolina, participating farmers were not
able to turn a profit due to low volume and infrequent sales (Rutz et al., 2018). Yet even
when FTI sales do not turn a profit, farmers cite other reasons for staying engaged. These
motivations can be market-driven: FTI sales, even when low, offer some market diversity,
and some low-volume farm sellers hope that institutional sales will increase (Conner, King,
et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b). But across multiple studies, farmers
engaging in FTI sales despite low economic incentives still believe in the programs, and
their reasons suggest that they hold embeddedness as a firm value. Social motivations for
farmers participating in or interested in FTI sales include providing nutritious food for the
community (Conner et al., 2014; Conner, King, et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al.,
2010a; Matts et al., 2015), educating the community about agriculture (Conner et al., 2014;
Conner, King, et al., 2012), and communicating the importance of local food (Conner et
al., 2014; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b; Matts et al., 2015).

74

FTI activities can be an economic boon to local farmers and food systems when
institutions commit to buying high volumes of local food. In their survey of 67 Vermont
farmers selling to schools, Conner et al. (2012) identified a cluster of 14 market-motivated
farms. Of these, 86% reported an increase in farm profitability resulting from FTS sales.
FTS made up on average 21% of these farms’ total sales, and many had or were willing to
make changes to their business to accommodate FTS needs. Institutions other than schools
also generally have greater pricing flexibility and more autonomy over procurement
choices (Conner et al., 2014). Becot et al. (2016) conducted a mixed-methods study of the
impacts of local procurement at the University of Vermont Medical Center (UVMMC),
which in 2012 spent 44.3% of its food budget, totaling $1.64 million, on Vermont food.
On average UVMMC’s food suppliers (farmers, manufacturers, and wholesalers) sold
9.3% of their production to UVMMC that same year. Between local food expenditures and
its multiplier effects, the authors estimate that UVMMC’s foodservice contributed $2.75
million to the local economy in 2012. And Stahlbrand (2016) argues that university
foodservice is well-positioned to provide hard and soft “infrastructure of the middle” to
help small and midsized farmers scale up and meet the demands of foodservice
procurement.
This infrastructure support is necessary: along with pricing, infrastructure and
logistics are the major obstacles to FTI organizing (Barlett, 2011; Becot et al., 2016;
Conner, King, et al., 2012; Heiss et al., 2014; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010a).
Intermediaries like food hubs, cooperatives, and distributors can help institutions and
farmers navigate barriers like the need for consistent supply and transportation logistics,
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and can also help develop new relationships on either end of the supply chain (Heiss et al.,
2014). Institutions interested in purchasing large volumes of local food may rely more on
these intermediaries than on direct purchases from farms. Of the $1.64 million UVMMC
spent on local food in 2012, the majority (60.8%) was purchased from wholesalers (Becot
et al., 2016). And in an analysis of the USDA 2015 Farm to School Census, Christensen et
al. (2019) found that schools that purchased local food directly from producers spent
significantly less on non-milk local food than schools that purchased local food from
traditional suppliers. There are a wide variety of intermediaries connecting local farmers
and institutions, and they vary in the degrees to which they are motivated by marketness
and embeddedness. Conner et al. (2014) interviewed an array of distributors: the broadline
distributor was mostly motivated by price and market competition, the nonprofit
distributors were motivated by community health, local produce, and education, and the
regional for-profit distributor wanted to buy from local farmers and sought creative
solutions to make it work for the fiscal reality of the business. In interviews with 4 regional
distributors engaged in FTS sales, Izumi et al. (2010a) found that they believed in FTS but
had trouble turning a profit due to schools’ budget constraints.
The literature demonstrates the balancing act between embeddedness and
marketness and instrumentalism in FTI systems. Low-volume institutional sales do little to
improve the profitability of small and midsized local farms (Conner et al., 2014; Conner,
King, et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b; Janssen, 2015; Matts et al., 2015;
Rutz et al., 2018). On the other end, when institutions turn to large broadline distributors
for their local food sales, local food loses its “farm-to-institution” character, and the
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emphasis on consistent supply and price competition with national food chains means that
small and midsized farms may not see a financial benefit (Christensen et al., 2019; Conner
et al., 2014). Becot et al.’s (2016) study of UVMMC provides a clear example of how an
institution can scale up local purchases and balance competing motivators by purchasing
both directly and through intermediaries, helping producers with business and product
development, and across the board dedication to relationships and problem-solving.
However, UVMMC’s success is predicated on having the financial and personnel resources
to work through problems and be flexible with products and pricing; additionally, as a
hospital, UVMMC foodservice operates through the Vermont summer growing season
(Becot et al., 2016). Other institutions, particularly K-12 public schools, may not have the
resources or timeline to replicate UVMMC’s success.
In recent years, many institutions have moved away from pure FTI language toward
values-based procurement (VBP), which seeks to align institutional food purchasing with
a broader set of values that includes but is not exclusive to local food. The values standards
are typically set by outside organizations; the major player at universities and colleges is
the Real Food Challenge (RFC), and cities and school districts nationwide have adopted
the Los Angeles-founded Good Food Purchasing Program (GFPP). The RFC divides 13
values between 4 categories: producers, earth, consumers, and communities (Real Food
Challenge, n.d.-a). The GFPP has five values: environmental sustainability, valued
workforce, animal welfare, nutrition, and local economies, which emphasizes small and
midsized agriculture and parallels FTI (Lo & Delwiche, 2016). In addition to setting the
standards and advocating for policy adoption, both the RFC and the GFPP assist
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participating institutions with data collection and evaluation (Farnsworth et al., 2019; Lo
& Delwiche, 2016; Real Food Challenge, n.d.-a). A VBP policy asks institutions to meet
or exceed baseline standards across all products, including those that cannot be procured
locally due to availability or volume. For instance, the GFPP propelled the Los Angeles
Unified School District to support the truck drivers of their broadline supplier in
unionization efforts; the drivers succeeded and won a $6 per hour raise in baseline pay
(Farnsworth et al., 2019). The GFPP, being a VBP policy for cash-strapped public
institutions like schools, can also serve as a point of argument for not sacrificing values in
the name of a low price point (Farnsworth et al., 2019; PolicyLink, 2015).
In the face of these various successes and ongoing challenges of FTI and VBP, we
set out on a multi-year research project to strengthen institutional values-based supply
chain partnerships in New England. We see this first year as a seed grant for the latter two
years of the project, and convened an expert panel of foodservice professionals and
representatives from FTI and VBP technical assistance organizations to ask: what
frameworks make sense as a lens through which to see FTI and VBP in the region? And
what research would be most helpful to your work?

3.2.3. Frameworks
3.2.3.1. Multiple Streams Approach
We went into the panel with two proposed frameworks for thinking about the future
of FTI and VBP in New England. The first is the Multiple Streams Approach (MSA), a
model developed by Kingdon (1984) to describe the agenda-setting and policy-creating
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processes of the U.S. federal government. Kingdon describes three streams—problems,
policy, and politics—which operate separately except when joined at critical junctures. The
problems stream spotlights problems requiring government attention. Problems can be
identified by big events (like a natural disaster or infrastructure failure); by indicators or
other feedback (research study identifies a problem, a budget gets too big); or by
comparison to peer countries. In the policy stream, specialists inside and outside
government develop policy plans, which Kingdon calls alternatives. They test the
feasibility of these ideas and get government and the public used to them so that they stand
a chance of getting passed when an opportunity presents itself. What is on the agenda and
what alternatives are implemented is driven by the politics stream: who is in office, the
national mood, and lobbyists and other pressure groups. Kingdon coins the term “policy
entrepreneurs” for those people both in and outside government who invest their resources
to promote a certain policy idea. These are the people responsible for joining the streams
together at an opportune moment, or policy window (this can be the start of a new
administration, the renewal of regular legislation, or when a big event makes the subject
urgent). Policy entrepreneurs are there at the ready to join streams when the window opens:
attaching existing policy solutions to whatever problem politicians are focused on and
taking advantage of a political moment.
FTI and VBP work is increasingly affected by policy: both public policy like the
National School Lunch Program and the GFPP, as well as internal policies like the RFC
and Health Care Without Harm’s Healthy Food in Health Care pledge. We imagined how
Kingdon’s framework might apply to the question of growing or improving FTI and VBP
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activities in New England. People working in institutional procurement—foodservice staff
and administrators, technical assistance providers, as well as us researchers—all exist in
the policy stream. We are specialists developing and testing procurement alternatives,
including FTI and VBP programs. But under Kingdon’s framework, executing policy
requires us to act as entrepreneurs and think beyond our stream. We asked the panel: What
are the problems, both old and new, that FTI addresses?

3.2.3.2. Transaction Costs and Benefits
Much past research of FTI and VBP has analyzed institutional food supply chains
from a transaction cost perspective (Christensen et al., 2019; Conner et al., 2010; Conner,
Izumi, et al., 2012; Conner, King, et al., 2012; Heiss et al., 2014; Matts et al., 2015).
Transaction cost economics derives from Coase’s (1937) observation that using the price
mechanism carries a cost, and one of the main advantages of organizing economic activity
under the auspices of a firm is to reduce these costs. Traditional transaction cost economics
posits that governance structures will evolve to minimize the attendant frictions of
economic exchange (Dietrich, 1994). This paradigm can help explain why in institutional
procurement purchasing from broadline distributors is the norm and other models are the
alternative. When an institution purchases most of its products from a single supplier, it
only has to negotiate one contract, and also offsets the costs of sourcing to the distributor
(Christensen et al., 2019). FTI or VBP programs that push procurement practices away
from pure marketness must balance their values with the reality of transaction costs. Direct
purchasing arrangements for individual products have a high transaction cost, and if FTI
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programs also increase the amount of fresh produce handled by institutional foodservice
labor costs will likewise rise (Conner et al., 2010). Institutional sales can also carry high
transaction costs for farms, including transportation distance and equipment, navigating
delivery times and protocol, complying with institutional food safety guidelines, and
negotiating and carrying out growing contracts (Becot et al., 2016; Conner, King, et al.,
2012; Heiss et al., 2014; Matts et al., 2015). When institutional sales make up more of a
farm’s business and turn a profit, farms may be more willing to incur these higher costs
(Conner, King, et al., 2012). Intermediaries like food aggregators and cooperatives can also
absorb some of the transaction costs from both ends, allowing institutional local food
procurement to scale up while still supporting small farms (Conner, King, et al., 2012;
Heiss et al., 2014).
Having explored the role of transaction costs in FTI and VBP organizing over the
last decade, we wanted to adjust our lens for this project by turning to the idea of transaction
benefits. The concept of transaction benefits is outlined by scholars like Dietrich (1994),
Zajac and Olsen (1993) and Blomqvist et al. (2002), who criticize traditional transaction
cost economics for considering only the costs and not the benefits of different governance
structures. Zajac and Olsen (1993) assert that which governance structure is most
advantageous depends on the interplay between costs and benefits, and sometimes the
expected joint gains of the two parties in the exchange outweigh cost considerations such
that a higher transaction cost governance structure is preferable. Blomqvist et al. (2002)
place governance structures on a spectrum between markets and vertical integration:
partnerships lie in the middle and are appropriate when some costs and benefits favor
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insourcing and some favor outsourcing. How costs and benefits are shared between parties
is outlined in the partnership agreement (Blomqvist et al., 2002).
Trust, defined as “an actor’s expectation of the other party’s competence and
goodwill,” is essential for partnership agreements to work (Blomqvist et al., 2002, p. 10).
Parties can build trust through establishing shared values and goals, open communication,
commitment to the partnership, and similarities in character or culture; additionally,
personal trust between firm representatives can in turn promote organizational trust
(Blomqvist et al., 2002). Zajac and Olsen (1993) also speak to the importance of the
partnership relationship for success, noting that in a successful partnership parties are not
driven only by their own interests but by the goal of maintaining the partnership that
satisfies their interests, and thus each party must consider whether the arrangement benefits
their partner. And Dorward (2001), in developing a transaction costs and benefits
framework for agricultural markets, asserts that when transaction costs are high the best
governance structure is a contractual agreement like a growing contract with an agreed
price and with investment in building a strong relationship.
Blomqvist et al. (2002) continue their exploration of partnerships by examining
asymmetric partnerships “between a resourceful large incumbent player and a specialized
supplier” (p. 10). Trust is especially important in asymmetric partnerships because of what
they call the “cultural distance” of the two parties (Blomqvist et al., 2002, p. 10). And
Blomqvist et al. (2002) qualify that, due to the high cost and difficulty of managing a
partnership, particularly an asymmetric partnership, it is only an appropriate governance
structure if it “creates some extra value compared with markets and hierarchies” (p. 12).
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This asymmetric partnership model describes the dynamic between larger institutional
purchasers and their non-broadline local food suppliers: producers, aggregators like
cooperatives and food hubs, and regional specialty distributors. Understanding from prior
research that these local procurement relationships carry high transaction costs, we are
interested in investigating if they have any complimentary benefits. Are there situations in
which the joint gains of partnership between institutions and their local food suppliers
outweigh costs, making this higher-cost model more advantageous?

3.3. Methodology
We convened an expert panel of institutional foodservice staff and technical
assistance providers to initiate our exploration of these questions. We decided on this
structure because, after many years researching FTI in New England, we have built
collaborative relationships with others in the field and wanted to solicit their opinions and
advice. Because we held a single panel, this event was not a focus group per se, but we
drew from focus group methodology to design and conduct the meeting. We were
interested in a few central topics and wanted to see how our FTI colleagues commented
and built off of what each other had to say, making the group interview an appropriate
format (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011; Patton, 2015).
We reached out to nine individuals representing eight organizations, all of whom
had collaborated with us on past FTI and VBP projects. Five people agreed to participate
in the panel: a hospital foodservice director, a local procurement coordinator for a
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university foodservice contractor, and three representatives of three distinct technical
assistance and advocacy organizations.
We held the panel over Microsoft Teams in November 2021. In advance of the
panel, we notified our participants via email that the panel would be focused on the
following questions: How we should be thinking about Farm to Institution work? Do the
frameworks we are considering make sense and do they resonate with your experience?;
and, How has research been helpful to your work, and/or how might it be more helpful?
Where should we direct our efforts? We asked participants to review an attached one-page
primer on Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Approach before the meeting. Two of us attended
the meeting and moderated the panel’s discussion of the following topics:
1. After reviewing Kingdon’s framework, what is the problem you think FTI
addresses?
2. Do relationships with local suppliers and the time invested in building them yield
any benefits?
3. What research has been or would be helpful to your work?
The panel discussion took approximately one hour. We took notes, recorded, and
manually transcribed the meeting. One team member used NVivo to analyze the transcript
using the grounded theory model introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1967). We selected
open coding as the first stage of this process, and after completing open coding on the full
panel transcript, compiled open codes into a codebook defining each code (Lindlof &
Taylor, 2011). We then moved to axial coding, connecting open codes across six
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categories. In the final selective coding stage, we identified two overarching themes that
defined the expert panel discussion.

3.4. Results
In our analysis of the panel transcript, we identified two central themes threaded
through the discussion: the importance of strong personal relationships for successful FTI
organizing and the desire for a structural and informational toolkit to scale FTI and VBP
activities up and out. By far the most common topic discussed by panel members was the
need to assess the impacts of FTI on both institutions and their communities. Other major
themes included relationships with suppliers, relationships with community members, how
institutional resources alternately enable and constrain FTI activities, and emphases on topdown FTI organizing and an expanded set of values going beyond local.

3.4.1. Relationships Between Buyers and Suppliers
When responding to our questions about what problems FTI solves and what
benefits might accompany its higher transaction costs, our panel members emphasized
relationships: both with suppliers and with community members. One technical assistance
provider noted that a prerequisite for building relationships with suppliers was staff
capacity to build those relationships. The university local procurement coordinator echoed
this sentiment. They felt that their position, and others like it, were about “making the
context really clear,” “minimizing risk for people coming to the table,” taking on the
“emotional labor of…anticipating and trying to minimize friction,” and “creating
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psychological safety.” But both they and the hospital foodservice director noted that this
high investment of time and energy yielded benefits, particularly during the prior two years
of the Covid-19 pandemic and its attendant supply chain disruptions. As the hospital
foodservice director said, “it’s more consistent when we’re dealing with an area that we
somehow touch.” During the pandemic, purchases from local farmers and businesses had
remained steady, but the hospital had to change or substitute products sourced from larger
commercial suppliers. Local producers also provided quicker support for products, and
pricing was more stable with local producers because of the established relationship.
The university local procurement coordinator had had similar experiences with
their local producers during the pandemic. They said:
I think that part of it too is just the relationship where, even though everyone is
facing some labor challenges or different pieces…for the products where we've
really committed to and we have that relationship, they're going to prioritize
getting…that consistent product to us…whereas in some of the national systems,
even though there might be contracts and those different pieces, it's not as kind of
a personal relationship. So I do think the relationship has a pretty big key as the
market and supply chain gets stressed.
According to one of the technical assistance providers, the experience of these two
foodservice managers fit into the broader context of FTI programs in New England over
the prior two years.
One of the things we've heard, I think particularly during the pandemic, is that
where there are strong existing relationships between people within the facilities
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and their vendors, that those tended to be more likely to be maintained and
sustained. And when the relationships were weaker, it's easier to turn away from
them and not go through the effort, or not know who to call and figure out how to
put an arrangement together or deal together.
But another technical assistance provider qualified that the ability of institutions to rely on
their local suppliers was scale dependent. In their experience supporting institutions during
the pandemic, they found that smaller institutions had been able to increase purchases from
local producers and identify new local suppliers to make up for gaps in the national supply
chain, but large urban school districts were not able to turn to local product during supply
chain disruptions.

3.4.2. Relationships with Customers and Other Community Members
Panelists felt that institutional procurement was a powerful tool because so many
people interface with institutions on a regular basis. In the words of one technical assistance
provider, because FTI reaches so many people, “it has this potential as a community
awareness raising vehicle…when farm to institution activities are well communicated.”
The university local procurement coordinator believed that the effort they invested in local
procurement and in communicating these efforts to university students yielded financial
benefits for university foodservice and their local suppliers. On the university side, they
said, “we know that if we are telling the story behind the food or there's kind of just more
engagement in a more lively dining hall, you know that really contributes to our overall
customer satisfaction, which is good business.” They also told the story of a producer who
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saw selling to campuses as a marketing tool, “so students, when they go off campus, see
that company and that brand recognition and just kind of become that next consumer as
they go out into the workplace.”
Another technical assistance provider illustrated how FTI could be incorporated
into institutions’ broader missions, giving the example of hospitals that tied local
procurement into community benefit programs focused on food access. Some hospitals
turned to local farms to supply their produce prescription programs, and others had onsite
gardens that they connected to local procurement for their foodservice. These efforts also
required clear communication: between hospital departments and to patients.
The third technical assistance provider spoke about how community involvement
in creating procurement policies for public institutions contributed to their success. One of
the things they found most exciting about their work was what they called the “built-in
feedback loop between value chain development and policy making that we see through
that collaboration between grassroots organizing and the farm to institution component.”
They found that when public institutions had to report on their purchasing to community
members and policy makers, this served as an impetus to problem solve. And the process
of establishing these programs required building trust and relationships between
community members, institutional leadership, and policymakers, which they believed
benefited programs and the community as a whole.

88

3.4.3. Institutional Resources
In addition to relationships with actors outside institutions, panelists also discussed
internal factors affecting FTI programs: the budget effects of local procurement as well as
concerns about foodservice staffing. The technical assistance provider who emphasized
that institutions needed staff with the capacity to build relationships felt that disinvestment
in public institutions hampered FTI efforts. They described these personnel as essential
infrastructure for program success:
What comes before those existing relationships is like people with the bandwidth
to build relationships. You know, it's not like a shiny piece of kitchen equipment,
but like the soft infrastructure or the personnel to build relationships with the supply
chain, understand what the challenges are going to be, to build supplier
diversification programs that are meaningful and responsive to the community that
they're serving. You know, like the disinvestment at the municipal level, the
disinvestment in our schools…the extra FTEs are—they’re hard to come by.
While panelists knew that sufficient personnel were necessary for their work, they were
less sure about the effect that their work had on foodservice and other institutional staff.
Both the university local procurement coordinator and the hospital foodservice director
wondered if FTI programs affected employee satisfaction and retention. The hospital
foodservice director had set up a corner store for the public and employees offering local
products, including several from hospital employees with small food businesses of their
own. They reported receiving compliments and hoped that these efforts gave some pride
to the employee-vendors. The university local procurement coordinator wanted to
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investigate if their FTI programs impacted employee retention or made employees feel
more engaged at work and more connected to food system career paths.
The panel also suggested further research on how FTI programs affected
foodservice expenses and revenues. As one technical assistance provider put it, “almost
every single stakeholder wants to hear how this work is gonna impact the bottom line.” At
the institution level, that could mean how much the program costs as well as if the program
increases participation and therefore foodservice income. Another technical assistance
provider cited pre-pandemic research in California that did not find a major price
differential between local and non-local products. They proposed that similar research in
New England, combined with an examination of transaction costs, benefits, and
externalities, would be valuable. The university local procurement coordinator felt that
their team had done a good job of finessing menus and balancing costs to make FTI work,
but that growing the program would require deeper work, including perhaps developing
new models for meal plan structure.

3.4.4. Top-down Organizing
The university local procurement coordinator anticipated that growing their FTI
program would require such creative thinking because of pressure from above. They felt
that between declining enrollment, the cost of education, and the Covid-19 pandemic, it
was a difficult time to engage top campus leadership. And they felt that the next step in
FTI work would require moving up the ladder to institutional leadership:
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I've been thinking a lot about the different types of networks, like adaptive networks
versus hierarchical. And I feel like historically, a lot of the farm to institution
network has kind of been at the adaptive level, which is really awesome for
spreading things kind of really broad and building connections, and kind of like
mycelium network type of work. But…I think historically where the disconnect has
been has been that getting kind of the hierarchical and the adaptive working side by
side. And so I think that that's where we're heading in terms of things like, things
becoming more integrated into larger kind of more like structural networks. But I
think that that is generally where…we've kind of historically struggled.
One technical assistance provider reported also thinking along these lines, wondering what
role top institutional decision makers played in FTI work:
Is it like, if they don't know and it's not hitting the budget too bad, you can do it
below the radar and keep working through that sort of adaptive network and
creating these relationships, just doing your buying? And when does actually
leadership from the hierarchal top of an institution or a bureaucracy help?
They dreamed of a network of leaders from different institutions that got together and
discussed how FTI programs fit into their business models, as well as the broad food system
impacts of their organizations.
They also wanted to get top leadership on board to pass public procurement policy,
a tool emphasized by two of the technical assistance providers as well as the hospital
foodservice director. This hospital was in a state that required that a certain percentage of
food purchased for state hospitals, prisons, and schools had to be local. The hospital
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foodservice director liked this policy: they felt that it helped push people out of their
comfort zones, and that for institutions already engaged in local procurement, hitting the
required percentages was “good PR” and provided affirmation that their organization was
leading the way.
Public policy is a top-down tool in some ways: once passed, it serves as a
government mandate, and the process of passing it requires the collaboration of
institutional leadership and policymakers. But, as another technical assistance provider
emphasized, the impetus to pass public procurement policy is usually grounded in
grassroots organizing, and good policy requires transparency and reporting back to the
public. They saw these feedback loops as a major potential for program improvement and
growth:
To me that's very exciting. It feels like it has a lot of opportunity. You know, having
those feedback loops in place right now as new policy opportunities are coming up
fast and furious is really exciting and feels like a new lever for farm to institution
to be pushing, particularly in this moment right now.
Yet despite the grassroots origins of public procurement policy, this same technical
assistance provider later qualified that FTI programs must account for what policymakers
see as their bottom lines. They proposed research questions interesting to people in
government. Does investing in supplier diversification increase competition and create a
better pricing structure over time? What is the climate change impact of local procurement?
The push to organize FTI activities from the top through both public policy and institutional

92

leadership, drove the overwhelming theme of the conversation, which was the need to
assess the impacts of local procurement.

3.4.5. Assessing Impact
Panelists were interested in researching the business impacts of FTI, as discussed
above, along with broader societal impacts falling into three main categories: local
economies, environment, and public health.
Several panelists believed from experience and prior research that FTI activities
supported local economies. The hospital foodservice director specified that FTI programs
enhanced the economies of non-urban and economically depressed areas. The university
local procurement coordinator told the story of the producer who wanted college students
to be familiar with his product as an example of how FTI can market local products beyond
the institution. They also mentioned that multiplier effect research had been helpful to their
work.
Two technical assistance providers proposed further research related to local
economies. One wanted to explore opportunities for legume production in New England in
the interest of sourcing local plant proteins while pursuing a “less meat, better meat”
approach for institutional foodservice. Another took issue with the fact that, of New
England state policies incentivizing local procurement, only New Hampshire’s addressed
reciprocity for purchasing across state lines. They proposed researching what the economic
effects would be of allowing regional, as opposed to in-state purchases:
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The fact that somebody, a Vermont school on the border of Massachusetts who
buys Massachusetts food, actually gets penalized. It's not even neutral, because it's
adding dollars to their denominator and nothing to their numerator. So, like what
would it look like? How hard would it be and how much would it cost states to
build in reciprocity on these farm to school incentive programs? You
know…because all the states are doing it to generate their own economic value
within the state. What are they really losing if you allowed them to count New
England food, you know? And what would you gain from other states buying your
product and counting it? That would be really timely academic research.
The third technical assistance provider noted that the federal policy conversation
was focused on climate change, and suggested research along those lines. The university
local procurement coordinator agreed. They had attended a presentation suggesting that
larger supply chains were more carbon efficient than local supply chains and wanted to
explore the implications for FTI programs. They also were curious about the climate impact
of New England pasture raised meat in the face of student demand for expensive meat
alternatives like Beyond and Impossible burgers. Because these products are priced
similarly to grass fed beef, they wondered about the tradeoffs associated with purchasing
a locally produced meat product versus a manufactured non-meat product.
Panelists believed that FTI programs were a useful tool for addressing public health
concerns and suggested further research in that vein. One technical assistance provider
noted that many institutions shared a commitment to serving wholesome food. They
thought local procurement was a particularly useful tool in the healthcare sector when
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hospitals tied together FTI and community benefit programs, using local produce to address
patient health. Another technical assistance provider proposed modelling out the effects of
shifting procurement to increase whole and minimally processed products and decrease red
meat on community health and healthcare costs.
The panel also discussed the relationship between institutional foodservice and
food insecurity. One technical assistance provider brought up universal school meals,
which at the time of the panel were being paid for by the USDA. They wondered what the
economic effects would be of universal meals going away in states that did not continue
the program after the federal government stopped backing it. This same technical assistance
provider also wanted to see college and university leadership working together to address
food insecurity on campus.

3.4.6. Values beyond local
The final theme we identified in our analysis of the panel transcript was a
movement toward procurement programs incorporating a broad range of values, including
from representatives of organizations and institutions traditionally focused on FTI. One
technical assistance provider from an FTI-focused organization had collaborated on several
research projects about other values-based impacts, something they said was not prevalent
in institutional purchasing conversations 10 years prior. Another technical assistance
provider represented a VBP organization and called for institutional procurement that
worked on “accommodating more of the true cost of food in the transaction” across the
board. They were interested in research on food business ownership demographics to help
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set policy and purchasing thresholds for buying from Black and Indigenous owned
businesses.

3.5. Discussion
3.5.1. Theoretical frameworks
3.5.1.1. Embeddedness, Marketness, and Instrumentalism
We find the three theoretical frameworks explored in the literature review helpful
for illuminating the current state of FTI organizing. Though we did not discuss
embeddedness, marketness, and instrumentalism with the panel, this lens used by many
past FTI studies remains useful for analyzing the various motivators and tradeoffs of FTI
organizing. Our panelists are all FTI or VBP practitioners or advocates, and they believe
that these programs can build a more interconnected food system. They described several
ways that institutions can use procurement to create embedded relationships with suppliers
and communities. The university local procurement director felt that their position was one
of clarifying context, minimizing friction, and creating safety in relationships between
institutions and their local suppliers. The hospital foodservice director hoped to instill pride
in employees who sold products at the pop-up corner store. One technical assistance
provider representing a VBP organization emphasized that programs should be
“meaningful and responsive to the community that they’re serving.” They hoped to use
VBP policy as a tool for creating transparency and accountability to these communities.
Another technical assistance provider celebrated hospitals that connected local produce to
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patients through community benefit programs, forging a direct connection between
growers and community health.
Yet while our panelists’ commitment to FTI or VBP may come from a sense of
embeddedness, they also expressed many market-related motivators. The two panelists
working for institutional foodservice were concerned with how FTI affected their
businesses. The hospital foodservice director appreciated that their local suppliers kept
prices stable. The university local procurement coordinator saw a demand-side “business
case to be made” for FTI, believing that telling the story behind the food increased studentcustomer satisfaction. The technical assistance providers had several broad market-driven
research questions. One wanted to know the price differential between local and non-local
food in New England. Another wanted more research on how these programs impacted
participation. And the third wanted to model out the economic effects of allowing crossstate reciprocity in local procurement policy.
The two foodservice practitioners also saw FTI and VBP programs as instruments
for business functionality. After the experiences of the Covid-19 pandemic, the hospital
foodservice director appreciated how their local vendors had kept consistent supply and
offered quick product support. They also saw meeting their state’s local procurement
requirements as “good PR.” The university local procurement director agreed that local
products had been more consistent and wondered if and how FTI programs affected
employee retention.

97

3.5.1.2. Multiple Streams Approach
Institutional procurement is moving up the political agenda, and all six New
England states have passed laws encouraging or mandating local procurement (Farm to
Institution New England, n.d.). In this moment where, as one technical assistance provider
put it, “new policy opportunities are coming up fast and furious,” Kingdon’s (1984) MSA
can help define and direct FTI advocacy. In our discussion of MSA, the panelists identified
several problems for which FTI is a solution. They believed that FTI offers a way to support
local economies, particularly in rural areas; that strong relationships with local suppliers
are resilient to supply chain disruptions; that institutional foodservice is a ready platform
for educating consumers about nutrition and food systems issues; and that public
procurement policy requiring transparency and reporting creates a feedback loop between
supply chain and policy development.
The panel showed policy entrepreneurship in their proposals for future research,
enumerated in Table 9. In their assertion that “almost every single stakeholder wants to
hear how this work is gonna impact the bottom line,” a technical assistance provider
clarified that for policy makers this bottom line may not be fiscal but rather societal, like a
diverse supply chain or climate change. They suggested researching “how these levers that
we're talking about impact what each stakeholder perceives to be their bottom line.”
Another technical assistance provider echoed this sentiment in their call to push “concrete
research on those things that can then be used by practitioners…and folks to sell their
programs within their institutions. If the answers are good.” Or, in MSA language, how
can we FTI and VBP specialists identify what problems these initiatives address in advance
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of a policy window opening? Half of the research questions proposed by our panel center
on this theme.

Table 9
Research ideas proposed by panelists
Category
Institutional
Resources

Research idea
Impact of FTI on foodservice employee retention*†
Price differential of local and non-local products in New England†
Impact of FTI programs on institutional foodservice expenses &
revenues†
Creative models for university meal plan structure†
Local
Impact of supplier diversification on competition & pricing
economies
structure*†
Economic effects of incorporating reciprocity across New England
state borders into public local procurement policy†
Opportunities for legume production in New England‡
Environment
Carbon emissions of local short food supply chains compared to
national food supply chains*
Climate impacts of New England pasture raised beef*
Public health
Public health and healthcare cost impacts of increasing whole and
minimally processed foods and decreasing red meat in institutional
foodservice*
Economic effects of losing federal funding for universal school
meals*
Addressing food insecurity on college campuses*
Other values
Assessing local and national food business ownership
demographics‡
Note. *Questions seeking to identify problems to which FTI/VBP may be a solution
† Questions addressing direct costs, transaction costs, and/or transaction benefits
‡ Supply chain development questions
3.5.1.3. Transaction costs and benefits
Many past studies look at FTI from a transaction cost perspective with a focus on
how high transaction costs can be an obstacle to local procurement (Christensen et al.,
2019; Conner et al., 2010; Conner, Izumi, et al., 2012; Conner, King, et al., 2012; Heiss et
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al., 2014; Matts et al., 2015). Adding the transaction benefit lens allows us to see if and
how the high transaction costs required for FTI relationship building confer any
complimentary transaction benefits. The two foodservice professionals on our panel named
several transaction benefits from strong relationships with local suppliers: stable pricing,
stable product availability, quick product support, dining customer satisfaction, “good PR”
for the foodservice business, and marketing opportunities for local products. The university
local procurement coordinator talked at length about how they built trust between involved
parties, echoing Blomqvist et al.’s (2002) emphasis on the importance of trust in
asymmetric partnerships. The panel proposed several further research questions about the
direct costs, transaction costs, and transaction benefits of these programs from an
institutional or local economy perspective.

3.5.2. Implications
The FTI and VBP advocates in our panel called for advancing up the organizational
ladder to institutional leadership and public policy. Though all expressed ways that
embeddedness motivated their work, their research proposals focused on various “bottom
lines:” the financial and societal costs and benefits of local institutional procurement.
Institutional leaders and policy makers want proven programs, and if research results offer
a market-driven or problem-solving argument for FTI, that can help “folks to sell their
programs within their institutions.” The literature supports the impetus to grow FTI
programs, because farmers do not profit from low-volume sales to institutions (Conner et
al., 2014; Conner, King, et al., 2012; Izumi, Wynne Wright, et al., 2010b; Janssen, 2015;
100

Matts et al., 2015; Rutz et al., 2018) but institutions can support local farmers and
economies when they make a concerted commitment to FTI purchases (Becot et al., 2016;
Conner, King, et al., 2012; Stahlbrand, 2016). Codifying that commitment through
institutional or public policy requiring top-level approval can build a procurement program
with profound ripple effects, as the case of UVMMC demonstrates (Becot et al., 2016).
Yet how FTI scales up matters. Our panelists attributed the stable supply and
pricing from local vendors that helped them weather the Covid-19 pandemic to the strength
of their relationships with local vendors. This assertion is backed by food system resilience
literature: both Worstell and Green (2017) and Béné (2020) find that strong relationships
between buyers and suppliers mitigate the effects of food supply chain disruptions.
Expanding local food purchases by buying from a broadline distributor, as many public
schools are doing under the Farm to School grant program, is unlikely to solve the problems
or yield the benefits identified by our panelists (Christensen et al., 2019). While purchasing
local food from large distributers can be part of the local food picture, this alone will not
diversify institutional supply chains.
The strong bonds of trust between institutions and local farmers, processors, food
hubs, and distributors built what the university local procurement coordinator called the
“mycelium network” to which FTI owes its success to date. As that panelist emphasized,
the next step is not to replace that mycelium network but to get top-level organizing
working alongside it—to become a mycorrhizal network of symbiosis between buyersupplier mycelia and institution-policy trees. One technical assistance provider and the
university local procurement coordinator also wanted to see more communication
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happening within the tree canopy: for institutional leaders to talk to each other about how
they incorporate local purchasing into their business models and about other issues like
food insecurity on college campuses. They made the comparison to college presidents
organizing around climate change, and envisioned similar committees focused on food
systems issues.
Two of our panelists discussed purchasing along a broader set of values: one
technical assistance provider from a VBP organization, and another from a FTI-focused
organization. VBP has a strong presence in New England institutions: 11 individual New
England colleges and the entire University of Maine system have signed onto the Real
Food Challenge, and the city of Boston adopted the Good Food Purchasing Program in
2019 (Good Food Purchasing Program, n.d.; Real Food Challenge, n.d.-b). Local
purchasing is included as a value in both these programs, but the values together address
all institutional supply chains. While ideally these values work in concert, in some cases
other values may conflict with the impetus to support small local farmers. For instance, the
GFPP Environmental Sustainability and Animal Welfare standards rely on third-party
certificates like USDA Organic and Certified Humane (Center for Good Food Purchasing,
2019), and the process of securing these certificates may be out of reach for small
producers. Purchasing from certified producers may also mean not purchasing from local
farms of any size: as an example, there is currently only one Certified Humane beef
producer in New England (ASPCA, n.d.). While the GFPP Local Economies standard
reserves space for small and midsized producers in the procurement picture, these other
requirements may limit efforts to increase the amount of institutional food purchased from
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local producers of this size. But VBP can also accomplish many things that FTI alone
cannot, particularly by addressing conditions and compensation for food chain workers.
The goal of FTI is not to make all institutional procurement local; it is to diversify
the supply chain and use institutional resources to foster and support small and midsized
local food businesses. Large producers and distributors will always be part of the picture,
and there may be times that national supply chains help institutions weather local
disruptions. If institutional values encourage broadline distributors to offer local food, or
lead institutions to support unionization efforts, that increases the positive effects
institutions can make on the food system through procurement. But to support local farmers
and reap the benefits of supply chain diversity, institutions must do these things in addition
to partnering with local suppliers.
Policy entrepreneurs looking to scale up FTI programs or to adopt a broader VBP
policy should therefore prioritize relationship building capacity in their platforms. As the
VBP technical assistance provider put it, “what comes before those existing relationships
is…people with the bandwidth to build relationships.” Even if the cost differential of local
and non-local food is narrow in New England, it may not be possible to do true FTI work
on the cheap, because building trust requires personnel. Impactful FTI programs make an
investment: in relationships with local producers, and in creating jobs at the institution
itself (Becot et al., 2016). These additional transaction costs may come with transaction
benefits.
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3.6. Conclusion
We held this expert panel as a pilot study for a multi-year research project on the
future of FTI in New England. We set out to explore possible frameworks and get the
panel’s input on where we and other FTI researchers should focus our efforts moving
forward. Frameworks from past studies continue to help us analyze FTI systems:
embeddedness, marketness, and instrumentalism are useful for teasing out the tangled
motivators of FTI actors, and transaction cost economics describes the additional effort
required for buying from short local supply chains. The addition of frameworks explored
in the panel offer new perspectives on what FTI can accomplish. Looking at the transaction
benefits of partnerships between institutions and local suppliers and thinking about what
problems FTI can solve can help build a market and political argument for when and how
embedded procurement relationships serve fiscal and societal bottom lines.
Our panelists expressed that scaling up FTI activities and adopting VBP policy
requires decision making from the top. Institutional leadership and public policy are
necessary for codifying institutional commitments to local and/or values-based
procurement. To move from the soil network to the tree canopy, these FTI and VBP
entrepreneurs want research that demonstrates to leaders, policymakers, and communities
that their programs are worth the investment.
We conducted the panel in November 2021, a year and a half into the Covid-19
pandemic. Panelists believed that strong relationships between institutions and their local
suppliers helped institutions weather supply chain disruptions and price fluctuations during
this time of disturbance. But building true procurement partnerships characterized by trust
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requires people with the capacity for relationship building. Scaling up local procurement
in a way that retains these benefits means investing in personnel who can build a diversified
supply chain.
In addition to the research inquiries proposed by our panel, we suggest further
research to address the limitations of this study. Our panel included two representatives
from institutional foodservice management and three technical assistance providers.
Similar panels with farmers, intermediaries, people in foodservice preparation, and end
consumers would incorporate more perspectives and draw a more complete picture of
current conceptions and future directions for FTI and VBP in New England.
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION
The two papers in this thesis differ in methods, subject matter, and outlook. The
first paper analyzes survey results to assess the experiences of Vermont foodservice
operations serving local food and farms selling directly to consumers during the first year
of the Covid-19 pandemic. The second paper reports on an expert panel we convened to
discuss future research and policy directions for Farm to Institution and Values Based
Procurement programs in New England. Yet these disparate papers are united by time
and place: they both focus on New England local food systems, and we conducted all the
research, analysis, and writing during the second year of the Covid-19 pandemic,
between March 2021 and March 2022.
The Covid-19 pandemic has been an immense crisis in both size and effect,
causing profound global and local shocks. The two papers in this thesis illustrate how
local food system actors in Vermont and New England have responded to these tests of
resilience with wide-ranging creativity: shifting markets, seeking emergency programs,
and turning to established relationships to ensure a consistent food supply. Through the
lens of the Multiple Streams Approach, the Covid-19 pandemic has also been a wide
policy window, requiring emergency programming and legislation at federal, state, and
local levels.
I am writing this conclusion at the top of the pandemic’s third year. SARS-CoV2 is not yet endemic, but mask mandates have been lifted, federal funding for Covid-19
testing is drying up, and the remaining emergency programs are coming to an end. The
pandemic policy window appears to be closing. But it would be a mistake to let the
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window shut without considering what we have learned from these years of crisis and
creativity, what innovations could and should stick around, how we might learn from
Covid-19 to build our resilience potential in advance of the next shock.
Chapter 2 of this thesis, “The experience of Vermont local food operations
selling to consumers in the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic: A combined survey of
foodservice and farms,” found that the only significant factor in financial wellbeing one
year into the pandemic was financial wellbeing before the crisis. This study also found
that businesses doing well before Covid-19 were more likely to receive emergency
funding once the pandemic hit, and all thriving businesses in the sample were funded.
These results suggest that the system worked well for those who were already doing well.
Yet receiving funding was not a significant factor in financial status one year into the
pandemic. This finding, considered alongside studies by Brizek et al. (2021) and Demko
et al. (2021), suggests that funding may not have sufficiently addressed the issues that
food businesses faced. Relief programs designed for this industry, like the Vermont
Everyone Eats program celebrated by multiple foodservice open responses, may be more
successful. Chapter 2 also identified that the direct sales farms in our sample were
significantly less likely than foodservice operations to have been doing well before the
pandemic, with over half reporting that their businesses were only sustainable thanks to
either built equity or outside income. If what matters to business resilience before a crisis
is financial wellbeing in times of stasis, then efforts to build the resilience of Vermont
local food systems should focus on improving small farm viability.
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In the panel discussion analyzed in Chapter 3, “Future directions for Farm to
Institution and Values Based Procurement in New England,” participants were eager to
grow and expand FTI and VBP programs by moving up the organizational ladder to
institutional leadership and policy. This growth impulse is supported by the FTI
literature, which suggests that institutional local procurement at volume can support local
agriculture (Becot et al., 2016; Conner, King, et al., 2012; Stahlbrand, 2016). Our
panelists emphasized, however, that this growth must prioritize the relationship-building
capacity necessary for the strong ties to local suppliers that benefited institutions during
the Covid-19 pandemic.
The foodservice managers and technical assistance providers in our panel
demonstrated policy entrepreneurship by identifying and hypothesizing problems to
which FTI and VBP are solutions. With their passion for local food systems and desire to
build mycorrhizal connections between supplier networks and top leadership, FTI
advocates like our panelists are potential champions for improving the viability of small
and medium sized farms in New England, as are us researchers. But, as our panelists
emphasized, working with, buying from, and advocating for local agriculture requires
significant personnel resources.
Though the window for Covid-19 emergency response is all but closed, there
remain many opportunities for building the resilience capacity of Vermont and New
England local food systems. The results of Chapter 2 suggest that emergency response
programs perpetuated the status quo and did not address the underlying problem of smallscale agricultural viability. True resilience in this sector will require not mere bouncing
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back but system transformation. The road is a long one, requiring sustained investment in
network building, advocacy, and the ability of small farmers to make a living. With the
experiences of the last two years fresh in our minds, now is the time to make the case for
targeted efforts to address those cracks in the foundation. A more viable food system will
be better prepared for the next, inevitable shock.
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